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	1. Prologue

**The Path Between the Worlds**  
>by Tavalya Ra<p>

Summary: Ten years after his last confrontation with Hiccup, Dagur returns to Berk demanding a new treaty- and promising war if negotiations fail. Hiccup suspects a trap and he's right, but what Dagur really wants stuns him. Hiccup however has his own secret, one he's kept by choice. And when he decides to use it to seize control of both Berk's and the Berserkers' futures, the personal cost is quite different from what he imagined.

Notes: AU: Out of continuity with "How to Train Your Dragon 2" and presumably any future seasons of "Dreamworks Dragons".

Rating: R for sex

Warnings: Slash, sex, MPreg, transgender!Hiccup, atrocious Viking flirting.

Disclaimer: "How to Train Your Dragon" is owned by Dreamworks Animation, who I'll never forgive for not doing more with "Megamind", and by Cressida Cowell. No money is being made and no copyright or trademark infringement is intended.

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue<strong>

Stoick had no preference. Boy or girl, it didn't matter to him as long as the child could pick up an ax and swing it at a dragon as any proper Viking could. So when his daughter was born and he first saw the babe, he felt a stab of disappointment. She was small, too small for him to think she'd grow out of it later. Just a hiccup, he said in dismay and that became her name. Hiccup.

The first sign she might be something special was a significant one: the way she talked about herself, that it was clear she didn't think of herself as "she". Stoick didn't know whether he needed to correct her or not. If she wasn't a girl, if she was in-between, that was a mark of blessing- and for that reason, it could not be claimed lightly. He took her to Gothi. The wise woman spent a day with Hiccup and then wrote words in the sand, which Gobber translated.

_"This child walks between the worlds."_

So, not a daughter after all: a son.

* * *

><p>A few months ago Hiccup had traded with Johann for a full-size mirror, one almost as tall as he was. It was the most costly thing he owned- Stoick had shaken his head and called it an extravagance- and he wondered if bartering for it had been a mistake. He had wanted it thinking it would help him maintain how he presented himself, but looking in it only made him anxious. Snotlout and Fishlegs and Tuffnut were now sprouting chest hair, while he was sprouting… something else.<p>

At least he was growing vertically as well. He prayed that when puberty was done with him, the front of him wouldn't look much different and he would be close to the other boys in height. He pulled the bindings on his wrap a little tighter.

"This was so much easier when I was a little kid and all I had to do was not take my pants off," he said to Toothless.

The Night Fury, who was seated on his rock bed as he waited for Hiccup to dress, gave a rumble of acknowledgement, but otherwise had nothing to offer.

"I know you're probably thinking, 'What's the big deal? So Stormfly can lay an egg and I can't. So what? Why do you get so worked up about it?' Yeah, I wish it was that simple."

He patted his chest and decided this was as good as it was going to get if he still wanted to breathe, then put on his shirt. It helped that he favored looser clothes. And that his voice was naturally fell into a lower register and his shape was lithe rather than-

_Stop it_, he ordered himself. _Stop thinking of it as a problem._

It wasn't a problem. No one on Berk or anywhere in the archipelago would think it was a problem. To them it would be a boon, a sign Hiccup was marked by the gods…

And _that_ was the problem. Hiccup didn't believe that he was touched by Odin or that he had any sort of special power, that he bestowed grace wherever he went just by showing up. To him, that seemed absurd. Being in-between was how he had been born and maybe the gods had decided that for him, but that didn't give him any merit. It wasn't a talent or a skill or knowledge, something he could use to make someone's life better. It just… was.

He could have made his childhood so much easier if he had been open about his status. The villagers still would have thought he was a klutz, but he wouldn't have been considered a nuisance. They would have treated him much gentler, looked at his mistakes more kindly and been quick to forgive them. No one would have dared make fun of him, not even Snotlout, and he would have been the favorite of Gobber's dragon slaying class without having to try.

He hadn't wanted that. His life would have been a joke, respected for something he didn't believe was true of himself, for something he had never earned, knowing that for all the praise and favor he received, he was still an awkward kid who had never done anything important. He had wanted to be recognized for his accomplishments, for being someone and not something- and a few years ago, he had achieved just that. He had made friends with Toothless and brought peace between the dragons and Berk. He was respected now and it was for the right reasons.

Hiccup put on his shirt and his vest. He looked… like himself, he supposed. Keeping this a secret was his choice. Not every in-between did and it was up to Hiccup how loose or narrowly he wanted to follow any standard- if he felt like it, he didn't have to do anything to conceal the first world, he could even overly show or "walk" it. He felt most comfortable keeping strictly to the second world. That was reason enough, but he still feared people would treat him differently if they knew. People would stop arguing with him or offering contrary opinions. People would want him to make decisions they could easily reach themselves and would stick with whatever he said no matter how foolish it might become. Letting everyone think his second world was his only world was still the best course.

Well, maybe not everyone. Right now, only Stoick, Gobber, and Gothi- and Toothless, as much as the dragon might or might not understand- knew he was in-between, but there was someone else Hiccup wanted to allow into the circle.

The thought made him nervous. He'd never told anyone before. His father and Gobber had known from the start. Hiccup didn't know what reaction to expect and he worried what it might change.

"Okay. I'm as ready as I'm going to be. How about you, bud?" he asked Toothless.

Toothless jumped up eagerly. The Night Fury had been ready minutes ago, but although Hiccup's morning ritual had recently become longer, Toothless was patient about it. They left the house and flew to the dragon academy.

Today was an off-day for the students, but Hiccup knew he would find Astrid there- Astrid didn't know the meaning of "off". Sure enough, he found the other Viking in the arena, screaming and swinging her ax at straw Berserkers. At the moment she was practicing solo; Stormfly sat leisurely in the corner, watching.

"Hey, Astrid!"

His call, plus a happy chirp of recognition from Stormfly, got her attention. Astrid stopped and brushed back her hair, which promptly fell over her eye again. Hiccup smiled at that; it was cute.

"Hiccup. I thought you would know better than to interrupt a workout." Her tone was mischievous.

_Good start_, he told himself. He was beginning to feel bubbles in his stomach, which meant he had to watch his mouth. He had a tendency to blather when he was nervous.

"Well, I live dangerously…" Oh no, he was talking stupid already. He should be direct. Direct was good, especially with Astrid, who appreciated bluntness. "I need to talk to you. And the woods are private. If you've got the time."

Putting her hands on her hips, she remarked curiously, "It's pretty private here right now. What is it that you need to go all the way to the woods to say to me?"

"I- uh… I could say it here, I just…"

She smiled. "Hiccup, it's fine. A morning flight would be nice."

They mounted their dragons and took to the sky. Within minutes they had passed over the village and were above the trees. Hiccup had no particular spot in mind, but he knew he could easily find a clearing by the river. He waved a gesture to Astrid, indicating they should start their descent, and they landed along the bank. The area was picturesque, with clear water and colorful flowers, which he guessed was romantic but knew wouldn't matter to Astrid whatsoever. There were a few large, smoothed rocks, which made for a decent bench. They sat while Toothless and Stormfly bobbed heads and friendlily nosed each other.

"So…" Astrid hunched forward, looking eager. "What do you have to tell me?"

Hiccup hoped he was reading her body language right, because if he was, this might be something she wanted to hear.

"We're friends and I want to always be friends," he started. "But I feel like we're compatible in other ways… many ways. More ways! I think… I sound like an idiot. Astrid, would you be interested in… uh… me?"

Wow. He had imagined this going so much more smoothly in his head. If she said no, he probably ought to shake her hand on making a wise decision.

Astrid gave him a pitying look. "You don't know how to talk about this stuff, do you?"

"Not a clue."

"Well, then," she said, lowering her voice to a softer tone, "you're lucky I like you too much to care about that."

She leaned closer towards him and with a jolt, a happy little spark that sent his heart jumping, he realized she was definitely _not_ saying no. She was angling to kiss him.

"Wait," he said, putting a hand on her shoulder to stop her.

"Wait?" she repeated, looking confused.

"There's something you need to know. It could change things and if it does, I understand. That's why I need to tell you now."

He took a gulp. There was supposed to be a certain ritual to this, words that Stoick had insisted he memorize from Gothi. That script felt wrong for this moment. This was Astrid, his best friend after Toothless, and with her that sort of formality seemed pompous and ill-fitting. He gave her an abridged version.

"I walk between the worlds. This is my second world, Astrid. My first… matches you," he said, lowering his face and waiting for her reaction.

Her response came quickly. "I know."

Hiccup's head snapped up. "You _know_?"

"I mean I suspected," Astrid said. She smiled at him. "Thank you for telling me."

His mind was still too hung up on "I know" to feel the gratitude he ought to for that statement. "What you mean you know? Am I that obvious?"

"I don't think so. I just…watch you." She looked sheepish. "Others aren't interested in you like I am."

"You mean-" As her words registered in his brain, Hiccup shut up. Astrid couldn't possibly be any clearer about her feelings for him and they were exactly what he had hoped. "It's not a problem, then?"

"Why would it be a problem?"

"Because I don't have… I can't… if we ever…" He started moving his hands up and down, as if they were a scale swinging out of balance. "Neither of us has certain parts and if this ever got to a certain point- not to assume that… well, obviously, I'd like that someday, but I'm not-"

Astrid laughed. The trilling sound was a break in the tension, relieving Hiccup. He may have sounded incredibly stupid, but he got the sense she understood.

"Hiccup." She placed her hand over his. "I like you. I like _all_ of you, including this."

She moved forward again and this time Hiccup let her kiss him.


	2. Chapter 1

**Chapter One**

Hiccup unrolled the parchment on Gobber's worktable and studied the designs. Crossing his arms, he tapped his finger against his sleeve.

"Full armor. Doesn't seem like something you wear to a peace talk," he remarked.

"Aye. Well, Stoick's being cautious," Gobber said. "That's why you're getting plate."

"Are you serious? You know how heavy that's going to be."

"It'll be Gronckle iron. And don't forget, the other chief has a habit of throwing knives at you."

"Actually, last time it was a net." Hiccup sighed. "Guess it was too much to hope that I'd never see Dagur again."

Ten years. That had been the last time Hiccup had seen Dagur, when the Berserker had been squirming in Alvin's choke hold. For a time after, the archipelago had enjoyed peace. Then, somehow, Dagur had escaped whatever Alvin had done with him. Berk had kept well away from the resulting clash between the Outcasts and the Berserkers- but the Berserkers had won, news of which Berk had learned just days before the armada itself appeared on their horizon.

Hiccup had warned Dagur that Berk wasn't afraid to use its dragons and Stoick truly had not been- he had ordered a preemptive strike, before any boat could come close to Berk's shore. As the first line of ships had burned, the rest of the armada had retreated. The next two skirmishes had followed in the same pattern. After that, without any explanation other than the unlikely one that Dagur had learned better than to tangle with the riders of Berk, the attacks had stopped.

One year of war. Nine years of silence. Then, last week, a small ship bearing the Skrill crest yet also a flag of truce had shown up at the docks with a message- Dagur wanted to negotiate a peace treaty and asked that the talks take place on Berk.

"This is a trap," Hiccup declared. "Dagur doesn't want peace. Why would he? Which means he's after something else. I wish we could have turned that messenger away empty-handed."

"But you understand why your father didn't do that, right?" Gobber asked.

"Yes. If Dad rejected Dagur's offer without even trying, it would definitely be war. Talking means there's a chance we might get a treaty out of this… or it will be a big waste of everyone's time and then it will be war." He frowned. "Why did Dagur have to come back? Why can't he terrorize some other island?"

"Maybe he means it. You never know. It's been ten years. I imagine he's grown up a bit. You certainly have- look at you!" Gobber laughed. "Who knew you'd get to be so tall?"

"It was a nice surprise," Hiccup agreed. Certain physical changes he had expected- some of them dreaded- going through puberty, but he'd never imagined that he'd grow from being the shortest among his friends to the tallest. His height was respectable for a man of Berk.

"Mmm…" Gobber coughed into his hand and then said, "Hiccup, there's something on Stoick's mind that you should know."

"What? Really?" he asked, puzzled. "What is there that Dad wouldn't just tell me himself- Oh."

There was one subject area, just one, where Stoick the Vast feared to tread. Instead, he'd always dumped that particular duty on Gobber. Fortunately, Gobber was always through in attending to the task.

"This has nothing to do with Dagur, does it?"

"I should hope not," Gobber replied with a chortle. "Stoick's feeling a bit… anxious."

"About?"

Gobber told him.

* * *

><p>"Dagur's coming!" Ruffnut declared from atop Barf's back. "You know what that means!"<p>

"Blood and death!" Tuffnut shouted.

"Death and blood!"

"Man-time," added Snotlout.

Hiccup rolled his eyes and decided to stay out of the conversation, keeping his attention directed towards the ground. The riders were doing a fly over the island to make sure their defenses were still in shape for the Berserkers' arrival. While Astrid and Fishlegs were each leading a group of students, Hiccup- who was semi-retired- was stuck with the other graduates of his own class, who happened to be the only people excited Dagur was making an appearance. Of course, the twins just liked destruction and Snotlout liked muscles.

Hiccup wondered what Dagur looked like now. Bigger, no doubt, and that was a terrifying thought when he'd already had the physical prowess to pick up Hiccup and chuck him. But as intimidating as the idea of Dagur might be or as irritating as the present company liked to be, neither of these were foremost in Hiccup's mind.

His conversation with Gobber a few days ago hadn't told him anything he didn't already know- it was something of which Hiccup was well aware, but preferred to think of sparingly. He would deal with it later, he would wait until he was ready. But talking to Gobber had stirred up some emotions he hadn't expected. For once, certain unavoidable aspects of this didn't seem completely overwhelming. And the end result, well, Hiccup had always wanted that.

He needed to speak to Astrid.

"Everything looks good on our end," he said after a few more minutes of flying. "Let's head back to the academy."

They were the first to return, but they were the group of the most experienced riders. Hiccup felt a sense of fond nostalgia for the empty arena, the straw Vikings and obstacle course equipment waiting to be set up. He rarely saw the academy in an untouched state nowadays. A few years ago, Stoick had told Hiccup it was time he focused more on learning the duties of chiefdom. Knowing his father was right, he had reluctantly turned over the academy to Astrid and Fishlegs. He still taught here on occasion- as much as Stoick's demands and Toothless' needs allowed- but none of the students he could call his own anymore. He missed it.

The twins took advantage of the lack of students to use Snotlout for target practice. Hookfang watched with his usual apathy. Eventually Fishlegs' team came back and reported that Astrid and her students were dealing with a rock fall; they would be tied up for awhile and more hands would hinder rather than help the job. Of course, Hiccup thought, it was just his luck that a minor calamity would strike when he was anxious to talk to his girlfriend.

Ruffnut announced it was time for an impromptu obstacle course run and Fishlegs agreed. Set up took about an hour and was used as a training exercise as the students guided their dragons in aiding in the construction. The actual course runs took less time and tear down was quick since the twins decided to let everyone take the destructive route. Hiccup tried to let the chaos distract him, but remained apprehensive. Toothless picked up on that and bumped his nose against his side, asking for some affection. Knowing his dragon was really trying to soothe him and not the other way around, Hiccup petted him fondly.

By the time training was done, it was late afternoon and everyone was tired. The other riders went home; Hiccup remained.

Twilight came and finally Astrid returned. She looked weary, but in the peak of energy compared to the students behind her. Hiccup wasn't sure he'd want her as his instructor; she ran her charges ragged, but most of them considered it a point of prestige to try keeping up with her.

"Yeech. Rough day?" he asked.

"Nothing I can't handle," she answered, sliding off Stormfly's back. "The northern shore is safe and secure. Guess we missed everyone?"

"Just the twins' usual exercises in sadism. I'll give you the highlights."

He followed her and the students as they unsaddled their dragons and put away their gear. Most of the dragons still slept in the academy at night; the students were required to reach a certain level of proficiency before they could take them home. Clean up took longer than usual thanks to how tired the kids were and Hiccup knew better than to offer a hand. Astrid wouldn't want it and she would tell him he was coddling them. It was her academy now, not his, and he respected that. Finally, the last straggler returned his mace to the rack and trudged out the gate, leaving him and Astrid alone.

"Can we talk?" Hiccup asked.

"I thought there was something on your mind," Astrid said, brushing the hair out of her eyes. As usual, the gesture's effect lasted only a few seconds. "Are you worried about seeing Dagur again?"

"What? Oh, no." Hiccup waved his hand. "That subject is furthest from my mind. This and Dagur will _never_ meet. That would be… no."

She laughed. "Okay, wrong guess. I'll let you tell me."

"I… uh. Okay." Hiccup gathered his thoughts and, with a slight smile, said, "So a few days ago, Gobber passed along to me something that is worrying my father."

"Huh?" Astrid raised an eyebrow. "What is there your dad wouldn't tell you himself?"

"My first thought, too! But there is one thing in this world that frightens Dad and it's my…" Hiccup thought better of finishing that sentence. "You know who told me where babies come from? Gobber. You know who explained to me how a man and woman or a matched pair works? Gobber. You know who told me- thank gods _before_ I got it- about the monthly cycle? Gobber. My dad is an absolute coward when it comes to this subject."

"I now know too much about you fa- wait!" she exclaimed. "Was this a first world thing?"

"Oh boy, it was," he confirmed. "Dad is… how did Gobber put it? Dad is concerned that he won't get to meet his grandchildren before he goes to Valhalla."

"Oh. Oh no," Astrid said. He could tell she was trying to seem sympathetic, but she sounded too amused, almost laughing.

"'You're not getting any younger either, Hiccup'," he repeated one of Gobber's lines, shaking his cupped hand in imitation of the man's hook. "I… cracked and told him about the plan."

"The plan?" she repeated. "You mean _the_ plan?"

"Yeah. That plan."

The plan was Hiccup's only chance of preserving his anchorage in the second world while still carrying a child. Once he was pregnant, he and his wife would go on a "vacation" or retreat or whatever excuse worked best for as long as it took and then come back with the baby already in arms. The plan was a long-shot; with such suspicious timing, not everyone would be fooled, but to those who figured out what Hiccup was, his actions would send a clear message on how he expected to be treated. He didn't think it would completely work- some Berkians would still change their manner around him, giving him the reverence they thought an in-between was due- but it seemed by far his best option. Certainly much better than blowing his secret by waddling around Berk with a swollen belly.

If he weren't the son of the chief of Berk- if he weren't eventually going to be chief himself- he could have avoided this. Children wouldn't have to be of his own blood; a wife could quietly step outside the marriage to conceive offspring for the both of them. That was what other spouses of in-betweens or partners in a hearth marriage did. But he was heir to Berk and had known his entire life this duty loomed in his future. And, truthfully, he wasn't sure he would say no to this even if he felt it were an option. He knew Astrid didn't care about blood, but he was a little more selfish than that; he wanted to see himself in his child, even if it was only a tiny spark, like the pieces of Stoick that he knew were in him.

"I think," he said, "that I'm ready for the plan."

Astrid's mouth slowly gaped open and she blinked.

"What are you saying?" Her voice was hushed and just a little excited.

"I think I'm ready," he repeated. "The kid thing was never a problem. I like the idea of a little guy I get to teach about dragons and life and how awesome this archipelago is and everything! I want that. It's the whole 'walking my first world' that seems icky and a horrible joke Odin came up with."

"Ha! Why do you think I don't want to do it?" Astrid asked.

"Thanks for the support," Hiccup retorted. "Aren't you lucky, I have to do it for us."

"Is it my fault you're the perfect man?"

"Now you're just being weird."

Putting her hands on her hips, she questioned, "You said 'us'. So does that mean…?"

Hiccup smiled and, in a bold gesture, snatched up her hand and dropped onto his knee. "Astrid Hofferson, will you marry me?"

"Well," she said, tilting her head and smiling back, "it certainly took you long enough to ask. But yes, I will."


	3. Chapter 2

**Chapter Two**

"So, what do you think of all this?" Hiccup asked Toothless as they walked back to the village.

Toothless opened his mouth and gave him a gummy smile.

Hiccup laughed. "That's what I thought."

Dragons liked babies. It was a strong clue that gentleness was more their nature than the aggressive state the Red Death had imposed upon them. They could smell them, or so Hiccup thought; he had no other explanation for why, whenever any woman in the village became pregnant, dragons started following her around and trying to nose her belly. Thankfully, they also backed off when told to stop it.

"Yeah, you'll be happy, Dad and Astrid will be happy… I'd be happier if it weren't for the icky part, but that's temporary. And it… might not be terrible, right?" He sighed. "What am I saying? It's me, of course it's going to be terrible."

He entered his home, holding the door open for Toothless to follow behind him. Inside, Stoick sat by the fire nursing a mug of mead. The years had touched his hair and beard with gray but he seemed hardly, as Gobber had suggested, on his way to Odin's great hall.

"Hi, Dad."

"Hiccup. You're later than I expected," Stoick remarked.

He waved the mug, a gesture offering Hiccup to help himself to the tankard if he wanted. Hiccup shook his head.

"There was something I had to wait on. By the way, did Gobber mention he spoke with me?"

Stoick gave a heavy sigh. "Blast that old meddler. I told him not to say anything!"

"Wait, what?" Hiccup asked in confusion. "You didn't ask him to ask me about…?"

"I have no right to ask you to do that."

"Then how did this come up?" He felt bewildered. He'd just committed himself to several major life choices because of what he had assumed were his father's anxieties. He wasn't upset by that- they were decisions that had been looming in his future regardless of Stoick- but he was disoriented. "We're talking about the same thing right? Continuing the family line?"

Stoick shook his head in aggravation. "We got a bit too far into the cups the other night and I said…"

"You want to meet your grandchildren before you get to Valhalla," Hiccup finished flatly.

His father, in a rare sight, looked embarrassed. "Well… if there's to be grandchildren…"

"Of course, there will be. It's my duty to Berk."

With a solemn look, Stoick said, "Your duty is to leave behind a successor. There are other ways."

Adopt an heir. Hiccup knew that was an option. But that was supposed to be a chief's last resort, not his first. It surprised him that Stoick would suggest it, when he'd always taken the hard line with everything else. But this was the one area of Hiccup's life where he treaded softly, anxiously even- where the father in Stoick overruled the chief.

"No," Hiccup said, startled by the firmness of his own voice. "If I do that, then having my own child is one more thing I've been denied because the gods decided to make my life awkward. I don't want to walk my first world, but I do want what will come of it. I can put up with nine months of horrible weirdness if it means I get to have the life I want. Dad… I've asked Astrid to marry me."

Stoick was startled. "She knows, I take it?"

_You know she knows_, Hiccup almost said. According to Astrid, Stoick had once caught her trying to sneak out of Hiccup's room just before dawn. The two of them had stared at each other and then walked away without exchanging a word.

"Yes, she knows. And she and I have a plan to take care of the baby thing."

"Take care how?"

"You don't really need the details, do you?" Gobber's suggestion, to marry Astrid and then "take a tumble with a nice lad", was what Hiccup had in mind anyway and was something best not repeated to Stoick. He had yet to decide who this "nice lad" would be, but he intended to keep the identity a secret, if for no other reason than to prevent his father from putting said lad's head on a pike. "Astrid knows what I have to do and she'll support me through it. Give me a year, Dad. That's how soon this might happen."

"And this is what you want?"

Hiccup felt confused. He had thought Stoick would take this news with more enthusiasm and replied, "I just said it was, didn't I?"

"I'm pleased with how seriously you're taking your responsibilities. I'm proud of you, son. But it is my hope than you can have a bit of happiness, too."

So, that was what it was. Stoick worried Hiccup might be making all his personal decisions out of obligation. There was no denying that drove many of his choices, but that didn't mean he dreaded the future they would create. The life he saw ahead of him, a household with Toothless and a spouse and a child, was a bright one.

"I am happy," he said. "Come on, Dad. Don't pretend this doesn't make you happy because you think _I_ might be pretending it does. I'm not."

"Well, then. This…" Stoick's eyes brightened and he bounded up from his chair, raising his arms. "This is wonderful news! Congratulations, son! She's the finest lass in all the archipelago."

"Yeah," he said, smiling sheepishly. "I can agree with that."

"We'll make a formal announcement. Tomorrow, after I've spoken with her parents. Then- oh, scratch that." Stoick shook his head and unexpectedly growled. "I'm sorry, this has to wait. It'll be better if we keep the excitement until _after_ peace talks with the Berserkers. I don't think Dagur will take well to something other than himself as the center of attention."

"I thought of that, actually. I don't want our news getting spoiled by him showing up a few days later either," Hiccup said. "Astrid and I agreed to keep this to ourselves until the Berserkers are gone. Shouldn't be more than a month, right?"

"I hope so," Stoick answered. "Whatever you do, don't tell Gobber. He won't be able to contain himself. He'll be designing the bridal armor right there in the great hall while we're clanging axes with the Berserkers. It'd be a mess."

"I won't. I promise," Hiccup said with a laugh.

"Bah! Enough about the Berserkers. This is something to celebrate!" Stoick thunked his mug against the table. "Let's have some mead."

* * *

><p>That, thought Hiccup with some relief, settled the baby problem for now. He had put up a good front for Astrid and Stoick, but the truth was that while he was looking forward to having a baby, the process of creating one still made him want to whimper at best- at worst, tempted him to run for the woods screaming. He was committed to the plan, but he had months to go before he would act on it and in the meantime, a distraction was welcome. Unfortunately, the only one he had presently was preparing for Dagur's arrival.<p>

Between worrying over pregnancy or Dagur, Hiccup wasn't sure which was the lesser evil. For now, he was going with Dagur. And just what did he feel about the Berserker chief? He had plenty of ground for hating Dagur, yet he found his feelings towards the other man were not quite as intense as that. Dagur the Deranged had named himself well. The other Viking was crazy, and that made Hiccup wonder how much of what Dagur did he could honestly help, if violence was the only way he knew how to communicate. After all, that wasn't how Oswald the Agreeable would have chosen to raise his son. And that thought brought Hiccup to the odd point of commonality he and Dagur shared: they had both spent half of their lives in their fathers' shadows. In Hiccup's case, he had been desperate to please Stoick; Dagur had taken a darker turn, choosing to reject everything Oswald had wanted him to be.

In a way, Hiccup _could_ understand some of what drove Dagur to his terrible choices, but it was a bad motive for even worse decisions, especially now that they knew the end of the story: half the Berserker armada burned and sunk to the ocean floor. No, he didn't hate Dagur, even though he probably should. He just felt very, very frustrated whenever he thought too deeply about him.

Maybe Gobber's point would prove right- it had been ten years, maybe something about Dagur had changed. Maybe. Hiccup wasn't going to hold his breath for it.

Gobber finished Hiccup's new armor in addition to reinforcing an older set of mail for Stoick. He had coated the plate with another alloy that cut down on the reflective sheen of the Gronckle iron and also made it look golden rather than silvery. Matching spaulders covered his shoulders and upper arms, and attached at the bottom was a studded leather skirt slit at the sides for mobility. Completing the set was a belt- purely ornamental as it fitted over the chest plate- with the Berk crest.

"I want you to be wearing this at all times, not just when we're talking in the great hall," Stoick instructed.

"You don't think that's a little bit… overkill?" Hiccup asked.

"The Berserkers are going to have free run of the village. And you told me Dagur tried to take your head off with an ax!"

"Yeah, but my impression is that wasn't so special." That one time with the net disturbed Hiccup more. He needed to remember to sharpen his knife.

"You've got to be careful," Stoick insisted, "especially as Toothless won't be there to watch your back."

"Wait. What?"

"I trust Dagur around your dragon- or any dragon- as much as I would trust him alone with you. While he's here, I'm removing them from the village."

"You can't be serious!" Hiccup exclaimed. "Dad, our dragons are the one thing that kept back the armada-"

"Which is precisely why the dragons are the thing likeliest to set that mad fool off," his father said. "I have my suspicion these talks are sham, but I intend to give them a fair shot, so we'll do what we can to make an environment that will keep his Derangedness calm."

"But without our dragons…" Hiccup almost flailed his arms. Bad enough to face Dagur for the first time in a decade, but to do so without Toothless at his side- for moral support, even if not as backup! "Dad, if this is a trap, we will need our dragons to defeat it!"

"I am aware of that," answered Stoick. "You're going to take the student riders to that cove we used during the Speed Stinger invasion. They'll stay there, where they'll be safe, until the Berserkers are gone. Meanwhile, Toothless and the other mature dragons will stay at the academy, with a rider there at all times. We'll keep a few trained Terrors here with us, out of sight. If something should happen, we'll send a message to both sites and you run for Toothless. It's not as good as having our dragons with us, but we'll still be prepared."

Hiccup sighed. He hated this plan, because he knew he would feel exposed and lost without Toothless, but he understood Stoick's reasoning- and, grudgingly, he agreed with it. Anything to temper Dagur's craziness was good. And Hiccup would much rather have himself as the Berserker's knife-throwing target than his dragon.

"Let me guess. You want me to handle the migration?" he asked.

"Aye." Stoick nodded. "Get to it."

* * *

><p>Predictably, no one was happy about relocating the dragons. Some of the dissent quieted after Hiccup explained Stoick's logic and contingency plan. To shut down the remaining grumbling, he pulled a line from his father's repertoire.<p>

"This is not a debate, it's an order. Start moving!"

The students at least seemed enthusiastic about camping in the woods and they weren't being left completely to their own resources. Hiccup, with Stoick's approval, had determined that one of the academy headmasters would stay with them. Fishlegs and Meatlug would handle the first session; after several days, Astrid and Stormfly would relieve them and the two pairs would switch off as many times as necessary until the Berserkers went home.

Once the students were settled, Hiccup flew back with Astrid, Snotlout, and the twins to the academy. Dagur would arrive tomorrow and there was no telling when in the day that would be, so they had to secure their dragons now.

"I hate leaving you behind, bud," Hiccup murmured, stroking Toothless' head as he looked into his dragon's eyes. He pressed his forehead against Toothless' snout, trying to draw comfort and reassurance from the Night Fury while he still could. He petted his dragon again and then reluctantly drew away. "Keep the others in line. I know you will. I'll visit you if I can. I'll miss you, Toothless."

The general mood was pessimistically somber as the riders left the academy. Hiccup hung back so that he could walk with Astrid.

"You're really going to sit in on all the talking sessions?" Astrid asked, taking his hand.

"Yeah. I'm next in line and I'm not a kid anymore. I have to make an appearance at these things now. Besides, it'll be good experience." Or so he hoped. That depended on whether these talks actually led to a treaty or would be nothing more than Stoick and Dagur growling at each other and grinding axes.

"I don't like this," she declared, suddenly looking fierce. "I don't like you spending so much time around Dagur. He's obsessed with you."

Hiccup gave her a baffled glance. "What? He's obsessed with Toothless, not me, and he dropped that during the Skrill incident. He's just obsessive because he's crazy. It doesn't mean anything."

"Aren't you worried what he's really after? It's not peace- there's another reason he's coming to Berk and it probably has to do with you."

"Okay, yeah, but probably because the reason is dragons and Dagur knows I'm all about that," he said. "Of course, I'm worried. But I can't do anything until I've got some idea of Dagur's plans. For now, I have to wait. But I'll be careful, Astrid. I promise."

"Alright. I trust you, Hiccup." She glanced around. "We're alone. Can we talk about…?"

She reached out her hand, lightly splaying her fingers against Hiccup's abdomen. Hiccup jumped back.

"Woah, woah, what is this?" he asked. He was jarred by the sudden topic change- and even more so by the subject she'd chosen. He pushed her hand away. "Astrid, there's nothing happening with that right now."

"I know, but I'm excited," she said, smiling at him. Her eyes did have an appreciable sparkle, he noted. "It's finally going to happen-"

"Not for months. Do we really have to talk about this?"

"We have to plan. We have to decide who… you know, who is going to..."

"Do the honors?" he finished and sighed. "You realize how much I hate even thinking about this? I have to… uhn… with some other man who I have to put the fear of the gods into so he'll never breathe a word of it- do we have to talk about this now? Dagur is coming tomorrow. One nerve-wracking thing at time, please."

"Maybe it won't be so bad? We can find somebody nice who I can scare if he gets any ideas."

"Yeah, sure. How about you watch? You can sit in the corner and grind your ax while our chosen one climbs on top of me as I lie back and think of Berk- can we please not talk about this now?" he demanded, starting to get irritated.

Why would Astrid bring up the subject today? It was wretched timing and there wasn't anything to be done about it at this moment. He knew she really wanted a baby, but sometimes it disturbed him. It was his body, not hers, that was getting pledged to the cause. Yet given how necessary that arrangement was for him, he hesitated to complain about her enthusiasm for it.

Hiccup continued, "I think my sense of self-preservation and horror should be focused on surviving Dagur first. And then, I promise, we can talk babies and how to make them all you want. Okay?"

"Sorry. Thinking about our future makes me happy, and I think we're going to need a few happy thoughts to survive the next few weeks." She quickly kissed his cheek. "I wish this was easier on you. I won't bring it up again, not until you tell me you're ready."
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**Chapter Three**

Hiccup put on his new armor. It was lighter than he had expected thanks to the Gronckle iron and he had to admit he liked the way it looked on him. This was a rare occasion he appreciated his reflection in the mirror.

"Still, doesn't seem fair to get all dressed up for Dagur. He hardly deserves…" Hiccup's voice trailed off as he looked towards Toothless' empty rock slab. "Oh. Right."

He missed Toothless already. These peace talks were going to be miserable.

Downstairs, Stoick was waiting with breakfast. They ate in tense silence, which Hiccup found unsurprising; he had anticipated his father's mental state would be a focused disconsolation with the Berserkers soon arriving.

This really was not fair, Hiccup thought. If Dagur were anything but a chief, they could treat him like the thug and bully he had proven himself to be. But unless he died or the Berserkers decided to oust him themselves, Berk was stuck negotiating with him. Any peace treaty only had a prayer of working if they deliberately overlooked Dagur's past misdeeds- and even then, it hinged upon Dagur's future behavior being different.

Dagur was the one suing for peace. Maybe that was a sign he had changed, but more likely this was a trap. The simplest possibility was that Dagur might want the talks to fail to provide him an easy excuse for war. But given that the man self-identified as deranged, his motivation could be something as petty as wanting to harass Hiccup.

_What a pleasant thought_, Hiccup quipped to himself. At least this time, there would be a sheet of metal between him and Dagur if the other man got touchy-feely. Their one weird night together on Dragon Island had just been awkward.

Towards noon a horn sounded and soon after Gobber dashed into the house with the news. Three ships with the Berserker crest had been spotted- the number Dagur had promised, which was hardly the full armada, but carried enough soldiers to cause trouble if their chief was so inclined. They walked down to the docks with a group of Berkian warriors handpicked by Stoick. Everyone was armed and armored, but Hiccup's plating stood out thanks to the color- maybe that hadn't been Gobber's best idea, since it would make him a target for Dagur's eye if nothing else. Hiccup wished again that Toothless were with him.

The first ship pulled up to the dock. With a thunk, a wood plank lowered- and the first man off the boat completely ignored it, choosing to jump over the ship's railing instead. The plats of his skirt flared up, revealing a glimpse of powerful thigh muscles bulging against tight leather pants. Hiccup, in spite of himself, stared.

Wow. That was a man certainly capable of mounting a dragon. The skirt dropped back down as the man landed with a thud and Hiccup's eye roamed upward. Those impressive legs lead to a tapered waist that broadened into a well-defined chest that a thin shirt barely concealed- and the man's sculpted arms were bare, on full display for the world to admire.

Wow. Oh, wow. Hiccup knew that certain men worked for him as well as women, but this was the first time he'd felt such a powerful, immediate jolt of-

What was he doing? Was he really standing here, next to his father and Berk's finest armed for battle, ogling some random Berserker warrior like a dragon in heat?

Oh. Oh no, Hiccup realized, as his gaze traveled to the man's face.

It wasn't a random Berserker warrior.

It was Dagur.

He was ogling _Dagur_.

Dagur turned his head and caught sight of Hiccup. His eyes widened and he gave a crazed, toothy smile. Instead of breaking contact, Hiccup- like an idiot- stared back and gaped.

Wow. Even Dagur's face was worth a good, long gaze-

What was _wrong_ with him? Where had his brain gone? Now, he prayed to Thor, would be great timing for a lightning bolt to smite him.

Dagur crouched down.

"_Hiccup_," he said in a menacing purr. Then, louder and jubilantly, he shouted, "Hiccup!"

He barreled towards him.

If Hiccup had had any presence of mind at all, he might have run away or at least screamed. Instead, he stood frozen and stared at the frantic ball of pure Viking muscle rushing towards him.

Stoick drew his axe, blocking Hiccup's chest.

"Keep back!" he roared.

Dagur stopped just short of smacking straight into Hiccup, but that was his only concession to Stoick's demand. Otherwise ignoring the ax, he leaned over the weapon to push his face far too close to Hiccup's.

"Hello, _Hiccup_. You've changed- look at you! So… shiny," he said and then made a biting sound with his teeth. "I pictured you with a beard, but the clean-shaven look suits you."

"Uh…" Was that an insult? A compliment? "You don't have a beard either."

Dagur gave one of his soft chortles, which jangled the layered plates of his shoulder guards. "Tried it. The ladies didn't like it." Suddenly, what little space was left between them vanished as Dagur pressed his nose to his. "I bet you know all about that, don't you? Want to talk about it later, alone?"

Flustered beyond anything he'd felt before in his life, Hiccup babbled, "Wow. Uh. No. Not so much into the ladies- wait! I don't mean that, I mean… why am I talking? At all?"

"Oh, so you're a man's man. I wasn't sure you'd be up for that challenge-"

"Did you come here for a purpose, Dagur?" Stoick's voice cut in icily.

With an exasperated huff, Dagur pulled away from Hiccup. "Fine. To business." He turned his head towards Stoick with an exaggerated roll and extended his arms. "Fierce and brave of warriors of Berk, the Berserkers come to you with our demands. We want… peace. A new era of unity to rise up. A mutually enjoyable conjugation to bond our tribes." He shot a glance at Hiccup and smirked.

Was it the sun or this horrifying ripple of excitement in Hiccup's stomach that was making him simmer inside his armor? He considered cooling off by jumping into the ocean and letting himself drown.

* * *

><p>Walking through the village, Hiccup's brain began working again and he was mortified. What was <em>wrong<em> with him? Seeing Dagur for the first time in ten years- ten years after multiple attempts to kidnap Toothless and kill everyone on Berk- his reaction hadn't been anger or even mild loathing, but a fire in his pants? Since when had he become so stupidly shallow that a flash of hard muscle rocketed all sense straight out of his head?

For that matter, what was wrong with Dagur? It had been ten years for him, too, and the last time he'd seen Hiccup he had eyed him with murderous intent. What could possibly have inspired him to bound up to Hiccup and suggest they swap manly stories like overly familiar drinking buddies? That was… deranged. And it was far more than Hiccup was comfortable with, especially with his unexpected awareness that Dagur was himself a very manly thing.

"Where are the dragons, Stoick?" Dagur's voice was forceful, but Hiccup heard the petulance in it. During the entire tour, his head had been turned skyward, intensely searching for tail or wing. "I see dragon perches, I see dragon feeders, but no dragons."

"Oh, the dragons?" Hiccup questioned. "They're around. We thought you might not to see them given how well that went last time."

He was being petty and he didn't care. Dagur's first act on Berk had been to charge right into Hiccup's personal bubble and pop it, and Hiccup was furious with himself for how easily the Berserker had completely unbalanced him. He needed to make up for his gawking and stuttering back on the dock.

"Ooo, Hiccup!" Dagur looked over his shoulder at him with something like a leer. "You still have that cute little mouth. I can think of some other uses for it."

_Like kissing your boot?_ "You go first."

Weirdly, Dagur's response to that was to round his lips and raise an eyebrow. What did that mean? "We better get settled then. Where are you having us, Stoick?"

With a harsh mutter under his breath and the shake of his head, Stoick waved his arm. "We have some place where you and your people will have plenty of room for a ruckus."

They led the Berserkers to the far, far side of the village, where a fallow field and the exposed foundation of a house had lain untouched by the Berkians for years: the old site of Mildew's homestead. No one might know exactly what had happened to Alvin, but eventually Mildew's body had been found on Outcast Island. The repose of his corpse- and the dead sheep in his arms- suggested he had passed away in his sleep while fondly holding Fungus. It was a better fate than the bitter old man had deserved. Back on Berk, they had debated what to do with his house and quickly concluded that no one would ever want to live under Mildew's memory; they'd thrown a party and knocked it down. Within the year, nature had reclaimed the field and today it was much greener, sunnier place than Hiccup remembered from his childhood.

Tilting his head, Dagur said, "It'll do for my warriors… but I should think that as one chief to another, you would offer me the hospitality of your home, Stoick."

_Since when have we done that?_ Hiccup wondered in annoyance. Even when Oswald had visited, he and Dagur had never stayed in their house.

"Sorry," he chirped in a tone that was anything but. "Not enough beds."

Turning towards Hiccup- and giving him an oddly self-satisfied grin- Dagur replied, "I can share."

"With Toothless? Sure. He likes to set his bed on fire- not a problem, right?"

"Oh, I was hoping to work up a good sweat in your-"

Gobber sailed between them, waving hand and hook and announcing, "Alright now, Dagur, I bet you and your Berserkers are tired after such a long journey. Why don't we save the rest of getting reacquainted for dinner tonight! Feast in the great hall! Yum!"

Dagur curled up his lip in a sneer of irritation, then huffed and glared at Gobber. "Fine. As long as Hiccup sits next to me."

"Why?" Hiccup retorted.

"Splendid!" Gobber declared, fooling nobody. Hiccup's eye caught Stoick shaking his head in resignation. "You get settled and we'll get to work on the food!"

Dagur rolled his eyes and waved his hand backwards, signaling that everyone could leave.

A few Berkians stayed to keep a watch on the Berserkers, conspicuously throwing around the excuse that they were waiting to see if any assistance was required, while Stoick stomped away and the rest followed. Once Mildew's field was well beyond sight, Gobber hooked Hiccup by the arm and yanked him aside.

"What?" Hiccup asked, startled.

"What were you doing?" Gobber hissed. His face was concerned.

"What do you mean?"

"Talking like you were trying to pick a fight with Dagur. Stoick wants us to try to keep the Berserkers calm- keeping the peace around here is going to be hard as it is without you rubbing your sense of wit against their chief."

Hiccup sighed. Gobber was right. His behavior towards Dagur just now had been far less than exemplary and he was lucky that Stoick had been too irritated himself with the other chief to note his own son acting childishly.

"I'm sorry. He's just… so frustrating!"

In so many ways. Ways Hiccup had never imagined he would feel and would not be sharing with Gobber- or anybody.

"You've got to be the better man in this, Hiccup. I know it feels like there's not much reward in it, but it's for the good of Berk. I'm not saying pretend you like him- that's my job and it's giving me an ulcer," Gobber confessed. "Just… consider if it really needs to be said."

"I will, but this almost makes me wish we could go back to the days when we settled this with axes."

Gobber gave a laugh. "Sounds like being around Dagur is putting a little touch of Berserker in you."

"That's a scary thought," Hiccup said. "I'll do better, starting tonight at the feast. You're not really going to put me next to him, are you?"

"Well…" Gobber looked sheepish.

"Oh, no. Really?"

"Dagur asked, so it might go a ways towards showing him we want things patched. And you have to admit, he's always had surprisingly good table manners. Better than Oswald did."

"Yeah, Oswald always smacked his lips. Nice guy, but I could never watch him eat."

Gobber smiled and, satisfied with their conversation, left for the great hall to make preparations. Hiccup, however, still felt ill-at-ease and unsure of himself. He would gladly trade Dagur's eating habits for the Berserker chief to gain a better temperament or a little more sanity. But he would forgo either of those to erase the image of Dagur's provocative flash of leg from his memory.

These peace talks were going to be torture.
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**Chapter Four**

There was no faulting Dagur's table manners, but his table conversation Hiccup could have done without. The other man fixated weirdly on Hiccup's plate and incessantly asked if Hiccup was going to eat that or if Hiccup had eaten enough. He also kept trying to grab Hiccup's arm. It took the greater part of Hiccup's willpower not to punch Dagur in the face when the Berserker succeeded. Thankfully all Dagur did with it was give a squeeze, grin, and then let Hiccup go.

The next morning, Hiccup snuck down to the academy to visit Toothless. The other senior riders minus Fishlegs were there, gathered in a circle in the arena.

"That Dagur," Ruffnut drawled. She had a dreamy, demented look on her face. "Now _that_ is a man."

"Eww. How can you say that?" Astrid asked, leaning away from her. "He's a violent, bloodthirsty maniac."

"I'm not saying I want to ride his dragon. I'm saying it's too bad he's too crazy even for me or I _would_ want to ride his dragon."

"What a thought," Hiccup remarked without thinking.

Oh, Thor. _What_ a thought. No, Thor had nothing to do with this. It had to be Loki.

Astrid turned towards him with a look of concern. "You okay?"

"Uh…" He smiled sheepishly. "Just trying to keep down breakfast."

Snotlout, whose opinion absolutely no one had asked, said, "I'd do him anyway. Like Ruffnut said, that is a man."

"Woah." Tuffnut wobbled his head in Snotlout's direction. "I didn't know you visited both camps."

"Neither did I," Astrid said.

"There's a lot you don't know about me, Astrid. It's because I'm a real man," Snotlout told her, flexing his arm. "Want to learn more about that?"

"No, thanks," she chimed. "I already have a real man."

He snorted. "More like a real boy. Hey, Hiccup, when are you going to grow a beard?"

"When you grow a better personality," Hiccup retorted. Yeah, like he hadn't heard that one before. Behind his back he knew others whispered that he still looked more like a youth than a man. The comments bothered Hiccup less than they might under other circumstances; if the villagers thought his appearance was acceptable gossip fodder, that meant they had no idea what he was. "Can we talk about something else?"

"Oh, come on, Hiccup," Snotlout protested. "Dagur: hot or not?"

Volcanic.

"Not having this conversation."

The group broke up shortly after that, each person wanting to commune with his or her dragon. Hiccup and Toothless trotted into one of the pens for privacy. Seeking little more than strength from their bond, Hiccup pressed his head against Toothless and petted him. Even if they were alone, he wasn't sure what he could say to the Night Fury. His thoughts were a confused muddle he didn't want to explore himself.

He felt so irritated with Dagur for having such a crazed and obnoxious personality, for acting as if the worst parts of ten years ago hadn't happened, and for being so ridiculously, stupefyingly handsome. That last one was more Hiccup's problem than Dagur's and it made him furious at himself. If he could call anyone his worst enemy at the moment, it was probably Dagur. His mind simply should not be capable of making evaluations about the man's physical appeal, much less respond to them! It was mortifying and he couldn't imagine confessing it anyone, not even Toothless.

One by one the other riders left. Then Astrid entered the pen.

"We're alone," she said. "Can we talk?"

Something had her worried, he could tell from her tone and the look in her eyes. He nodded and said, "Sure. What's on your mind?"

"I watched you and Dagur at the feast last night. He was… touchy."

"He's always touchy. I don't think he knows what personal space is."

"Yes, but…" Briefly, she looked distressed. "What Snotlout mentioned earlier, it got me thinking. We don't know which 'camp' Dagur likes. What if it's both? What if it's yours?"

Her words landed in uncomfortably close territory to Hiccup's current thoughts. Nervously, he laughed. "He'd be in for a surprise then."

"Don't joke!" she exclaimed. She sounded angry, but in a way that told him she was alarmed. "What if he _is_ interested and he tries getting close? What if he gets too close? He could find out what you are and that could make things worse!"

Hiccup paused. When so few knew that he was in-between, Dagur was one of the last people he would want to have that knowledge, but what would the other man be able to do with it? Logically, Hiccup couldn't think of anything.

"Astrid, I don't follow. Of course, I don't want that happen, but how would that create a bad situation?"

"How do you not see it?" she asked. "When things are as bad as they've been between tribes, treaties like this usually need blood to seal them. Assuming Dagur isn't in-between himself-"

"Ha! That'd be some coincidence."

"-it means that you and he could… you two could…"

He suddenly caught her meaning and felt as if he had crashed face-first off Toothless onto the shoals.

"Woah!" he called out, raising his hands. "No. That would _never_ happen."

"How can you be sure?" she demanded. Her voice had a desperate pitch; for whatever reason, this idea troubled her deeply, as if she really believed it could happen.

"Astrid, relax," he said, taking her hands. "First of all, Dagur's not interested in me that way. If he was, by now he would have tried humping my leg or something- he's too impulsive to resist an urge like that. Second, let's visit that worst-case scenario, Dagur finding out I'm in-between. If he does, he can't _do_ anything. It's taboo- he has to keep everything in my second world unless I give him permission otherwise. He's not allowed to even mention my first world exists. So he couldn't just march up to Dad and demand to marry me- assuming he'd even want that and I can't imagine why he would."

"But…" She paused, still looking distressed. "You said yourself, Hiccup, Dagur has a habit of not respecting boundaries. What if that includes this one?"

Oh. That was an ugly thought, but he forced himself to examine it.

"It wouldn't happen. If it did, everyone would think Dagur just spat in Odin's one good eye. The Berserkers would exile him or worse." Hiccup shook his head. "You know I don't believe that stuff about being god-touched. But whether Dagur believes it or not, he has to know that his people do and how they would react. Messing with me that way would be suicidal."

"Hiccup, he's deranged!"

"But not stupid. Your worst-case scenario, Astrid, ends with me destroying him and everyone else cheering that I called down the gods' wrath, even though all I did was say the word and they took him out. It's not going to happen."

It startled him to think that he really did have that power- and he didn't think he deserved it. It was based on everyone else's beliefs, not anything he felt was true or real. He once had asked Gothi if his skepticism meant he didn't really belong on the path between, but she had written it was just the opposite. He supposed that she meant it was alright for him to have the power because he wouldn't abuse it. Maybe she was right, because far from abuse, Hiccup would rather not exercise it at all.

Astrid still looked worried, but her posture relaxed. "I still don't trust him, Hiccup, and it sounds like him _not_ knowing anything is more dangerous."

"I don't know what you think he's going to do to me. And he won't get past the armor if he tries."

"The armor you're _not_ wearing?" she asked pointedly.

Hiccup gave her a dour look. Stoick had told him to wear the Gronckle plate at all times, but he had left the house without it this morning. Visiting Toothless he wanted his dragon to nuzzle soft cloth and feel his warmth, not hard metal.

Relenting a bit, she stepped back and said more gently, "Fine, I may be a little too worried because… because you're _mine_, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock. So if Dagur lays a finger on you, I expect you to tell me so I can break it. Promise?"

She was probably serious, but she was trying to alleviate the tension. He smiled at her.

"Sure. You can have a go before Dad, but after Toothless."
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**Chapter Five**

"Hello, _Hiccup_."

Hiccup groaned. Only a day and already that menacing voice was too familiar. He had hoped to arrive at the great hall ahead of Dagur and technically he had- just not far enough ahead, because the Berserker chief was bringing up the rear. He stopped halfway up the steps and turned.

"Dagur. You're looking…" Oh, he wished he hadn't started that sentence, because he didn't like how his brain was finishing it. Stunning. Enticing. Edible. "…large."

Dagur puts his hands on his hips and laughed, jangling his shoulder plates. Then he titled his head. "Aren't I? But don't be intimidated. I know it's not about force. It's about staying power and _reach_."

His eyes widened on the last word as if he anticipated a reaction of some sort. Fear, maybe? It didn't make sense to Hiccup.

"I have no idea what you're talking about," he said honestly. Since Dagur's arrival, the two of them had barely talked with each other, but each time he felt like he and Dagur were having entirely separate conversations.

"Don't you?" The Berserker chief gave a toothy grin. "Oh, Hiccup. You've grown up as well. I didn't expect you'd be so tall. I like it! I wonder if you've had growth… _elsewhere_."

Elsewhere? Did Dagur mean- oh, he did. His eyes were fixed on the center of Hiccup's leather skirt.

The sheer absurdity of the situation- the absolute stupidity and hidden futility of the contest Dagur was trying to wager- was too much. Hiccup burst out laughing.

"What?" Dagur demanded, thrown off balance. When Hiccup just kept laughing, he shouted, "What is so funny?"

"Oh… oh, Dagur…" Hiccup shook his head, hugging himself as he caught his breath. "You… if you saw it… you'd be shocked."

"What?" Dagur pulled out his ax and rattled it at him. "I demand to see it! I must know!"

That only set off Hiccup again. Clutching his sides, he staggered into the great hall, quieting down before he took his seat next to Stoick. Dagur walked in a few minutes later. Instead of following right on Hiccup's heels, he had stayed outside a bit longer to vent his frustration at the air. As he sat down in the chair opposite Stoick, he directed an angry pout at Hiccup. Hiccup, despite promising Gobber he'd try not to provoke the other man, couldn't help himself. He gave Dagur a broad smile.

_Yours is bigger- but if you knew why, you wouldn't be proud!_ In fact, if Dagur shared the same superstitions as most people, he might become terrified. Too bad that possibility wasn't worth exploring.

Astrid was wrong in her suspicions. Dagur's little arousal outside had been nothing more than dumb, meathead posturing. The only thing Hiccup had to worry about was himself- bad enough, but as long as his attraction was one-sided, nothing could possibly come of it and that was what mattered.

For this occasion the usual rows within the great hall had been replaced with a single circular table, a large ring with an opening at one end allowing someone to enter and stand in the middle. That center was where the treaty would be signed, if these talks ever got as far as drafting one. Hiccup had his doubts, but tried to push them aside. He didn't like Dagur- well, he didn't like Dagur as a _person_, because now there was a way he definitely liked Dagur- but he wanted the peace they had to continue. If it came to war, Berk would probably win, but at a cost that wouldn't feel at all like victory.

The rest of the witnesses, warrior representatives from Berk and Berserker alike, filled up the remaining seats. Stoick looked around to confirm that all expected members were assembled and then stood to begin proceedings.

"Ten years ago, the Isle of Berk and Berserker Island had a treaty, one that had stood for fifty years- and one that was broken by the Berserkers. We of Berk are less concerned with who was at fault than we are establishing a lasting peace- however, your past aggression cannot be ignored. Berk is willing to reinstate the terms of the original treaty, with a few alterations. The annual tour will be of Berserker Island and it will be the chief of Berk who must sign the treaty to renew it for another year."

_So, I get to visit Dagur every year for the rest of my life? Thanks, Dad_, Hiccup thought, but he couldn't disagree with the solution. The original treaty had been written when Stoick's father had been desperate to appease the Berserkers by showing that Berk was no threat to them. That had been the purpose of the tour, which was why Stoick had wanted Hiccup to hide the dragons years ago. Now, the situation was reversed: the Berserkers needed to prove they had no intention of stabbing Berk in the back.

"I suppose we won't be signing it in dragon's blood, will we, Stoick?" Dagur asked with a faint smile. Hiccup wanted to glare at him.

"Of course not!" Stoick barked.

"Then it sounds like the old treaty isn't going to cut it. I agree," he said amicably. Then he slammed his fist against the table and shouted, "The Berserkers demand more!"

There were a few gasps on the Berk side of the table, but Hiccup just sighed. This was the very start of negotiations, when each side probed the other's limits with the most extreme demands and paltriest compromises. Growling and fist-shaking was a normal part of early proceedings- assuming Dagur was playing by the same rules as Stoick. That wasn't a guarantee.

"More? You broke the peace!" Stoick shouted in anger. "Then you threw your armada against this island and we broke them! You're lucky to be sitting at this table at all, Dagur!"

"I am not without some sympathy for Berk's position and why our past actions might have left you a bit… alarmed concerning us," Dagur replied, his voice calmer, but now patronizing. "Some considerations are in order. We expect Berk to agree only to reasonable terms and we offer this: if you'll work with us, I'll put an end to all dragon slaying within my territory and by any member of my tribe."

Dagur's eyes were fixed on Stoick, but Hiccup knew those words had been meant for him.

* * *

><p>"Could this be more obviously a trap?" Hiccup asked. "This is not how you negotiate. You never put out your best offer first. You hold it back so you can get more from the other side. That's basic tactics."<p>

It was later that night. Hiccup sat on the side of his bed with Astrid next to him. She had asked him how today's session had gone and he couldn't determine whether it had been good or bad, only that he was suspicious of everything Dagur had said.

"Do you think he's lying?" Astrid asked. "That he won't stop killing dragons?"

"I don't know. He's been enthusiastic about slaughtering dragons before, but he's also kept captured ones alive to use them. I think that's not the right question. What is he really after?"

"Your dad cares about dragons, but not like you do, Hiccup," she said. "I don't think Dagur made this offer for him. I think he did it for you."

Hiccup had had the same thought, but didn't share this with Astrid. He knew what she suspected Dagur wanted and he didn't agree- and he also didn't want to think about it. It was better to keep his mind on Dagur's aggravating personality than his striking physique.

"It's an offer Dad won't want to refuse if he can help it. That must be obvious to Dagur," he said. "So what is he going to demand in return?"

They sat in silence for a few minutes, Astrid squeezing his hand. Neither of them could come up with an answer.

"I guess we need more information," she finally said. Then, with an unexpectedly sly look, she remarked, "You seem tense. Should I _do_ something about that?"

Another day, another time, Hiccup would have smiled at her and started taking off his clothes- or her clothes. But tonight, he shook his head.

"I'm sorry. I'm not really in the mood."

"Oh." She turned away and shrugged. "I guess I'm not really either."

He thought she was lying and that made him feel even guiltier about the fact that he was in the mood or at least thought he could get into it easily- but it was for the worst possible reason and that wouldn't be fair at all to Astrid.

She continued, "I'm switching off with Fishlegs tomorrow. It'll only be a few days, but… keep safe, okay? I'll be thinking about you."

"I will, too," he answered automatically. He felt distracted.

Astrid left shortly after that and Hiccup tried to sleep. His room felt strangely large and empty without Toothless- and his skin felt hot and his mind heavy, for the two entirely separate ways Dagur right now had him disoriented. He focused on the latter, because all he could do about the first was hope it went away on its own. What could Dagur gain by giving up dragon slaying?

Berk's goodwill was the only feasible answer Hiccup reached, because otherwise it was nothing. In fact, how was that goal realistic for the Berserkers? Berk had only been able to stop killing dragons because Hiccup had learned how to befriend them, but no Berserker knew how-

That was it, Hiccup realized. That was what Dagur wanted and he almost smacked himself for how long he had taken to realize it.

Dagur wanted the Berserkers to have trained dragons. At some point, he would throw in Stoick's face that his proposal to stop the killings would only be possible if Berk offered that in return.

Hiccup's stomach dropped. Stoick would never agree to that. It would be putting a weapon in Dagur's hand and they couldn't trust him not to use it. Were these peace talks anything but a joke? Was war between their islands simply inevitable? Everything seemed to depend on Dagur.
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**Chapter Six**

In the morning, Hiccup shared his thoughts with Stoick. His father's expression turned dark.

"That's a very good guess, son," he said. "Keep this to yourself for now. I think it best we wait for Dagur to bring it up first. It will throw him off when we're not surprised."

"What will you say when he does?" Hiccup asked.

"That will depend on the circumstances at the time, but I can't imagine agreeing to it."

Talks continued, with the usual shouting and stomping and mace-waving that Viking negotiations usually involved. Hiccup had never been a fan of that and the proceedings were even more nerve-wracking with Dagur sitting across the table, looking like the best Snoggletog present imaginable. And Dagur had found a way to make that worse: every so often, he checked for eye-contact with Hiccup and then stopped talking mid-sentence to leer. Hiccup really ought to start looking away- he could tell Stoick was more aggravated by this behavior than even he was- but he couldn't unglue his gaze. Half his brain was on the negotiations and the other half was in his pants. Was this why some Viking men preferred to wear long, concealing skirts?

_Wow, a second world problem. I guess it's nice to know those can happen, too?_

It would be nicer if he could _do_ something about that problem, like… No, he was not going to let his brain go there, anymore than it already was.

Dagur had yet to raise the subject of tamed dragons, but Hiccup knew it was coming. The more he thought about it, the angrier he felt at Dagur for bringing the issue to the table. The passing of the Red Death had naturally decreased dragon attacks throughout the archipelago, but Hiccup knew the Berserkers were still trapped in the same cycle as Berk had been. Dragons raided, Vikings fought back in defense, dragons attacked again because now they perceived the Vikings as a threat. Hiccup wanted to end the slayings and bring peace between dragons and humans everywhere- and Dagur had slapped him in the face with the fact that his dream was impossible. He couldn't stop the killings precisely because of people like Dagur, who would use trained dragons to bring fire and chaos elsewhere. Hiccup wanted to punch Dagur in the face as much as he wanted to… not contemplate any other options.

Most mornings, if he got the chance, Hiccup went down to the academy to visit Toothless. He could tell his dragon was getting restless without flight. The first few days Hiccup pleaded with Toothless for understanding, but eventually he gave in and took the Night Fury on a quick loop away from the island, one just long enough to work out Toothless' pent-up energy. Stoick would be furious if he knew Hiccup had chanced his dragon getting spotted by Berserker eyes and angrier still that Hiccup had left the house without putting on his armor, but he felt certain no one had seen them. As he landed Toothless back at the academy, Barf and Belch and Hookfang growled at them jealously. Hiccup gave the other dragons an apologetic look.

"Sorry, guys. Future chief's prerogative," he said. He petted Toothless' snout. "See you later, bud."

Now to sneak back home unnoticed. The best way was to enter through his bedroom window rather than the front door. He was halfway up the side of the house when something yanked on his vest and pulled him to the ground.

"Ow," he groaned. Then he winced- less for his spine and more for the sight above him.

It was Dagur. And if Hiccup angled his head just right, he might be able to see up Dagur's skirt and stare at his bare legs.

And that would be terrible.

Dagur balled his hands on his hips and frowned. "I'm disappointed in you, Hiccup."

"That's nice," Hiccup said. He sat up and reached behind to feel for dirt on his vest, brushing off a few strands of grass in the process.

"I thought you would be happy with my proposition. An end to all dragon slaying, Hiccup. I thought that was important to you."

Hiccup sighed. He did not want to talk about this. It made him angry and he would have to be careful he didn't slip that he already had Dagur's game figured out. "Save it for the great hall, okay? And for my dad. He's the chief, not me, and I don't want any 'help' with that, thanks."

Suddenly, Dagur barred his teeth and snarled. He leaned down as if to reach for Hiccup's shirt again. Rather than give him the chance, Hiccup spun out of the way and then kicked out with his false leg. The metal didn't make contact with Dagur- the other man saw the swing coming and jumped back- but the maneuver bought him time to get onto his feet. Maybe Stoick was right. He really shouldn't have left the house without his armor.

"How about no?" he snapped.

Aggravated, Dagur threw up his hands and exclaimed, "I thought this was what you wanted, Hiccup! I thought this would make you happy!"

"Maybe if I knew you weren't full of yak dung!" he shouted back. "I have no reason to believe anything you say. Or did you just forget how you tried to kill my father or me or Toothless ten years ago? Because I sure haven't!"

"Oh. That." Dagur blinked- then he surprised Hiccup by crossing his arms and saying quietly, "No, I haven't forgotten. Some things have happened in our past, but if we can move beyond them-"

"Whoa!" Hiccup declared. He couldn't believe the line Dagur was about to feed him. "_You're _going to lecture _me_ on being reasonable and mature, Lord Deranged? We had peace, Dagur. You broke it! You can't expect me to overlook that or anything else unless you can prove you know what you did in the past was wrong!"

He had been honest and was glad for it, but expected his words would drive Dagur into a rage. He braced himself, anticipating that he would next have to dodge a sword or ax swung in a tantrum.

Instead, Dagur took a step back and stared at the ground.

"I may have made some mistakes."

"Wha… what?" Hiccup asked, shaking his head. He couldn't have heard that right. Could he?

"You are worthy, Hiccup- and so much more. If you could have trusted me, we could have shared-"

"Berk never could have trusted you. You proved that."

"I know!" Dagur shouted, raising his head. His eyes were wide and his voice quivered with frustration. "I made a mistake and it's hurt me, it's hurt my tribe! Is that what you want to hear? Because I'll say it again! I'll say it a dozen times if it means you'll listen!"

It was what Hiccup needed to hear. It was exactly the recognition Hiccup needed Dagur to prove before he could give the other Viking even an iota of his trust. And that was why he didn't think it was true. Dagur was too unstable and Hiccup had encountered too many excellent liars; some people could, and would, say anything for an advantage.

"I don't believe you," he said and turned away.

"Hiccup? Hiccup, wait!"

Dagur's strong hand clamped down on his shoulder.

Spinning around, feeling irate more than anything, Hiccup snapped, "What?"

He found himself staring into Dagur's eyes, bright green and longing. The other man's gaze was painful, but he was unable to turn away. He couldn't think of anything to do or to say. He breathed and waited for Dagur to speak again.

Dagur reached for Hiccup's arms and leaned towards him, very close towards him. Then-

Oh.

That was Dagur's face completely filling his vision and that was Dagur's mouth sucking his lips. And this was Hiccup's stomach, getting almost too tingly to bear, and this was the rest of Hiccup's body, being an absolute traitor as sparks sailed up and down his nerves. He could feel the kiss all the way to his toes, hotter than a Night Fury's blast and more electric than a Skrill's strike. He leaned into Dagur as if he were melting.

This was bad. This felt so, so good and it was really, really bad.

Dagur drew away and Hiccup, dazed, stared at him. The Berserker's expression, were it on someone less psychotic, could be called dreamy.

"Wow," he said. He curled his bottom lip inward and licked it. "That was a 'wow', wouldn't you say?"

"Definitely," Hiccup agreed and punched him in the face.
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**Chapter Seven**

"Ow!" Dagur exclaimed, raising his hand to his cheek, where Hiccup's fist had just slammed him. Suddenly, he grinned. "You know how to punch, little man. Want to take this back to my tent?"

"Wha- what?" Hiccup asked.

"I know your bed is closer, but if Stoick walked in… well, I don't think your dad would handle it well, seeing you and me-"

"Wait, _what_?" Hiccup repeated, this time shouting. "What are you asking?"

"You _know_ what I'm asking," Dagur insisted, leaning forward with a leer. "Top or bottom?"

"What? Oh, no. No, no…" Hiccup moaned. He had suddenly gotten a grasp on Dagur's meaning and it was all he could do not to dive back into comforting denial.

"You don't think I'm serious? I can be flexible. Of course, I prefer-"

"I don't want to know!" Hiccup snapped. Except he kind of… sort of… did. Want to know. First hand.

No. No, no, no, he hated his brain, he hated the over-active organ in his pants, and he hated Dagur for being so absurdly, inanely gorgeous.

He also hated Dagur for being a presumptuous jerk.

"Get out of here!" Hiccup ordered.

"You're not scared, are you?" he asked. "I know I'm big, but I know how to be-"

"Get out of here or the only thing getting stuck in anyone is my metal foot up your ass!"

Raising his hands, Dagur backed away and said, "Okay. That's fine. I don't want you to be uncomfortable. Just remember… if you decide yes, I won't say no. Not to you, _Hiccup_."

He left and once he was gone from sight, Hiccup collapsed onto the grass.

That had not just happened.

That _had_ just happened. And Hiccup had no idea what to do- what to _think_- about it.

* * *

><p>Astrid returned the next day, switching off with Fishlegs again. Hiccup said nothing to her about the kiss- or the proposition- for many reasons. First, he didn't want her shattering the peace talks by trying to take off Dagur's head, because he had the feeling she would try. Second, Hiccup as of yet didn't feel any more threatened by Dagur's presence than he had ten years ago. While Dagur's kiss had been completely uncalled for, he had been quick to back off once Hiccup had stopped stuttering and made his feelings clear. Any extra awkwardness Hiccup felt had started before this- which led him to the third reason he didn't want to tell Astrid.<p>

A part of him had been very tempted to say yes to Dagur's offer.

Sitting in the great hall, Gobber leaned towards Hiccup and whispered, "Do you know what happened to Dagur's face?"

Hiccup glanced at the purplish bruise on the Berserker chief's cheek and shrugged. "Nope. No idea."

Gobber shook his head. "These Berserkers. Probably had a contest to see who could hit each other the hardest."

"Yeah. Probably."

That bruise didn't look too bad and would probably fade in a few days. As it was it barely marred his appearance- and Hiccup, when he wasn't looking at Dagur's arms, found himself more drawn to the other man's eyes.

Was Astrid right? She thought Dagur wanted something more from him and he had dismissed her concern as jealousy or over-thinking. But Dagur had asked him, in no uncertain terms, to tumble with him. Given that it was Dagur, Hiccup had no idea if the question had been a wild impulse or a flare-up of something deeper. Vikings liked to work out their problems physically and that wasn't always smacking each other with maces. Sometimes it was something more private. It was possible Dagur had that in mind for him and Hiccup- once and done to get over it.

Hiccup hated so much to admit that idea was appealing- but it wasn't possible for him. He was in-between and that created too many risks: that Dagur might break taboo and use his first world against him, or that even if Dagur respected the boundary, something might get left behind inside Hiccup. That would be a nightmare- and it would be war, because Stoick would kill Dagur if _that_ happened.

_Or not. Without Dagur, wouldn't the Berserkers follow me if I was carrying the heir?_

Oh, no. No, no, no. Why was Hiccup even thinking about this? Dagur wasn't. Dagur was thinking of something casual, another way he could try and stick it to Hiccup, as if that would somehow make up for all the times Hiccup and Toothless had smacked him down in battle. But Dagur thought Hiccup belonged to only one world, the same world as he did.

Hiccup looked down at the table, tracing the grooves in the wood. This wasn't fair- that he had these feelings, that he couldn't get rid of or act on them, and that Dagur wasn't a better person.

_"I made a mistake and it's hurt me, it's hurt my tribe!"_

Could he really believe that, that Dagur regretted some of his actions in the past? Or had Dagur been saying that for Hiccup's benefit? It had been ten years. Dagur could have changed- but for the worse just as easily as for the better.

He tried to direct his attention back to the negotiations. The recent sessions had been somewhat calmer thanks to the topic being trade. Both Berkians and Berserkers liked stuff and had the same idea about the value of stuff. Since neither Stoick nor Dagur found that a particular sticking point, they had been able to come to equitable terms. That had been something of a pleasant surprise; Hiccup had expected Dagur to squabble over anything, but he had stuck to arguing for what was obviously fair.

Then, at last, it happened.

"This is a good start, but it won't be enough, Stoick. We need to create a lasting peace, a true community of Viking brethren. That isn't possible if one of us has to worry about the other taking advantage of an unequal situation," Dagur said. "It seems only fair that Berk should help us establish our own dragon training academy."

Yep, Hiccup had called it. He looked at Stoick to see how his dad would answer.

Stoick gave a harsh, scoffing laugh. "Do you take us for fools, Dagur? I know well what you'd do with trained dragons."

Dagur gawked for a moment, blinking. So Stoick had been right about that- seeing the other chief have such a mild reaction to his demand disoriented him. But then, almost equally as calm, he replied, "And what is that, Stoick? I've come to you, asking for your hand in friendship, so that such a thing never need happen. Do you mean to tell us that the goodwill of Berk is a lie?"

How could that man sit there and so easily play the innocent in this? It was beyond Hiccup to fathom- and it sparked Stoick's temper. His father jumped to his feet.

"You dare to speak to _me_ of goodwill? You forget that Berk once lived under the shadow of your armada! You dare claim we have unfair advantage? You had an offset to our dragons- you squandered it breaking the last treaty!" Stoick bellowed. "I want peace, but I don't trust you as far as Hiccup could throw you!"

"Oh, hey, leave me out of this," Hiccup said.

"Oh, but you're _in_ it," Dagur declared, leaning over the table with a grin. "I want the best, Hiccup. I want _you_. You'll come to my island and you'll teach us everything you know. You can stay at my house!"

_And in your bed, I bet_, Hiccup thought. Suddenly, he was so sick of Dagur's attitude and madness and unbearable sex appeal. Snidely, he retorted, "Sure, if I can share a room with your sister."

Dagur shot up out of his chair and, standing rigidly straightly, stared at Hiccup. Then, he threw back the chair and, screaming, began to run around the table towards the Berk side of the room.

"Wha-" Hiccup began.

"Draw your sword!" Gobber cried.

He stepped out of his chair and did so, raising his blade just in time for Dagur's axe to clash against it.

"Woah!" he called out, jumping back. "What did I-"

"You will never touch my sister!"

_Oh, dung_, Hiccup thought as he realized what was running through Dagur's mind. He had meant his comment as a blunt rejection of Dagur's innuendo- instead, it had sounded like a lascivious remark towards the other man's sibling. And since Dagur's sister wasn't here to smack Hiccup for it herself, Dagur was obligated to do so in her absence.

Hiccup was an idiot.

Scrambling backwards as fast as he could, he held his sword horizontally in a defensive block and shouted, "Dagur, I'm sorry! I wasn't thinking! I yield!"

He dropped to his knees, ducking as Dagur swung at him in rage. He heard the twang of the man's axe striking the wall.

"You will not mention my sister again! You are unworthy of her!" Dagur bellowed.

"Yes. Yes, I am and I am really sorry- would you like to punch me? We could match."

"Hiccup."

That voice was Stoick's and its quiet yet furious rumble was a spray of ice against Hiccup's spine. Shoulders hunched, Hiccup winced and turned to his father.

Stoick's expression was hard. "Hiccup, leave."

"Yes, sir," he said.

Mortified, he bowed his head and quickly walked out of the hall.

* * *

><p>At home, Hiccup sat on his bed and waited for his father to return. Stoick would have words for him, he knew, and he expected they would be harsh.<p>

Less than a half hour passed before he heard the front door open and shut. Then Stoick called out, a controlled command, "_Hiccup._"

Hiccup took a deep breath and walked downstairs. He kept his head bowed in abashment as he presented himself to Stoick.

"I never expected such behavior from you. I never thought I would have to talk to you about the importance of respecting women," Stoick said. "They bring us into this world and we're fools if we don't think they can take us out of it!"

Ouch.

"I know. I wasn't thinking that-"

"I assumed you weren't thinking that, if you were thinking at all, but the point remains!" Stoick growled. "You picked a prime moment to shoot your mouth off! Do you know why I'm taking this so seriously?"

Nodding, Hiccup said, "Because stupid comments like that make people stop talking and start hitting."

"Oh, so you have learned _something_ I taught you."

He winced. How badly was Stoick going to rub this in?

"Fortunately for everyone, Dagur calmed down after you left. Talks will resume tomorrow afternoon and you will be there."

"Yes, sir."

Stoick sighed. "Hiccup, look at me."

He raised his eyes. His father's expression was less severe than he had expected. Stoick looked disappointed, but also concerned.

"I have some idea of where your mind was, and I know it wasn't on a woman you've never met. I realize these sessions are difficult on you, given the stunts Dagur's tried to pull with Toothless," his father said. "But you are better than Dagur and I don't want his presence here to become an excuse for you forgetting that."

"It won't," Hiccup said. "I'll take more care with what I say or do around him, Dad. I promise."

He meant it, but he felt worried. Being around Dagur turned his brain to either fire or slush. It was the dumbest, shallowest problem he'd had in his life and he dreaded what stupid thing would seem like a great idea next.
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**Chapter Eight**

Although the incident was dealt with and over as far as the peace talks were concerned, news of Hiccup's unfortunate slip spread through the village and he got an earful about it at the academy the next day.

"So… what happened?" Tuffnut asked.

"Hiccup can't keep it in his pants, that's what," Snotlout said, snorting a laugh.

"You know that's really ironic coming from you, right?" Hiccup snapped.

Astrid stepped through the gate.

"Ooo, you're in for it now!" Snotlout warned gleefully.

"Shut up."

"Hey, Astrid, have you heard? Hiccup's got a big crush on Dagur's sister!"

Turning, Astrid gave him an irritated glare. "Snotlout, it's not even worth punching you for that." She walked up to Hiccup and grabbed his arm. "Come on, stud. Let's talk about who owns your divining rod."

Hiccup laughed nervously. "You're kidding, right?"

She dragged him off to one of the pens. Toothless and Stormfly followed. Their dragons blocking the opening gave them some privacy, but if Astrid's voice got too loud, the twins and Snotlout would hear every word she said.

"Okay," she said, "what happened yesterday?"

Hiccup was grateful she had asked for his story first, but even from his end it didn't sound particularly good. Fortunately, Astrid looked worried instead of angry as he gave her an honest account of his dumb comment and Dagur's explosive reaction.

When he had finished, she remarked, "That doesn't sound like you."

"It's not like me! I felt so angry at Dagur sitting there like…" _Like a big, dumb mountain of sex and bad life choices. _"…like none of the awful stuff he's done ever happened and I snapped."

"You seem really stressed," she said. She put her hand on his shoulder. "You haven't been acting like yourself. We've been talking less and less since Dagur got here. I'm worried about you."

Hiccup looked aside and prayed that none of his guilt showed on his face. He hadn't realized it until Astrid had made her remark just now, but he had been avoiding her company- or, more accurately, forgetting to seek it out. How was it that Dagur could ruin everything whether the man tried to or not?

"Is there something you're not telling me, Hiccup?"

There was something he could _never_ tell her.

"I don't mean to," he answered, startling himself at how easily the lie came. Usually, he stuttered when confronted like this. "You're right, I feel so tense and I don't want to concern you-"

"But that's what I'm here for," she said, smiling gently. She put her arms around his neck. "Hiccup… is there anything I can do? Anything."

"Thanks, but I just need to get through this. Once the Berserkers are gone, everything will go back to how it was. We'll be fine."

As he said it, he felt sure of it. Somehow, this would all work out- once Dagur was out of sight, he would fade from Hiccup's mind.

* * *

><p>Dagur and the other Berserkers seemed content to act as if nothing had happened yesterday, which suited Hiccup and the other Berkians fine. When everyone was seated, talks began again.<p>

"Where were we yesterday?" Dagur asked, tapping his chin. "Ah, yes." He grinned. "Dragon training."

"It's off the table!" Stoick declared.

"Then let me remind you what's _on_ the table. When we began, I said I would put an end to all dragon slaying on my island. How, Stoick, do you expect us to avoid killing dragons if we can't train them? Leave them alone as they fly around burning our homes, our land? Is that what Berk wants us to do? It sounds like that's what Berk wants, the death of every Berserker!"

Behind him, his tribe raised their weapons and roared.

_This is a peace talk?_ Hiccup questioned, almost raking his hands through his hair. It sounded more like Dagur wanted to declare war- but Hiccup and Stoick suspected that was his real goal, something he would make happen sooner or later. And this was also what Hiccup had predicted Dagur would use against Berk: that dragon slaughters couldn't be ended without dragon taming.

He felt a fury burn in his chest. Berserker Island had a real problem, one Hiccup could solve and make their lives infinitely better- and he could never offer them that solution, the joy and freedom of dragon flight and friendship, because he could never trust their chief. This was completely Dagur's fault!

"What you do on your island is your business, Dagur!" Stoick shouted. "If you can't find another answer, so be it! Deal with the dragons as you must."

"What?" Hiccup gasped.

Stoick couldn't mean that. Of course, they weren't going to train the Berserkers, but surely his father would consider searching for another answer. A regular patrol of Berk's riders to fend off the dragons, man-power and supplies to rebuild from the damage done by raids- something!

A sharp look from Stoick silenced him and he bowed his head. He shouldn't have reacted; here, in front of the Berserkers, was the wrong place to question Stoick. Surely he could trust there was something his father wasn't saying, that he would learn later in private.

"We offer _peace_," Dagur spat. "We offer to hold back the armada-"

"What is left of the armada-"

"What is left is enough to devastate this island!" Dagur bellowed. He paused- then shook his head and laughed, armor jangling. "Oh, ho, ho, you think I won't do it? You think we're afraid of a little more blood? We need to learn to ride dragons. If you won't share the knowledge, you're giving us no choice! Remember, I don't need to conquer Berk to win- my prize is precious little _Hiccup_."

How could this man make Hiccup sizzle under his armor at the same time as Hiccup wanted to hit him with a blunt object? It was insane; he wanted to jump and punch Dagur as hard as he could.

Stoick's voice turned cold. "Threaten Hiccup again-"

"Ugh." Dagur groaned while dramatically rolling his eyes and head. "_Stoick_. I didn't say I was going to hurt him. I want to take him home and keep him. Look at him, you really don't feed him enough."

"Hiccup is not leaving Berk, you are not getting tamed dragons, and these things are not negotiable!" Stoick declared. "I suggest you learn to live with a little disappointment."

Dagur stood up and roared. That became the signal for Vikings on both sides of the room to do what Vikings did best: hit things. Out came the daggers and the maces and the clubs and the fists. Hiccup groaned and slunk under the table.

* * *

><p>"Well," said Gobber. "That turned nasty."<p>

The three of them- Hiccup, Stoick, and Gobber- sat by the hearth in the chief's house. Each of them had escaped today's scuffle without a mark, but Stoick had a pounding ache behind his eyes and held a block of ice to his head.

"This is not going to work," Stoick said. "These talks are going nowhere. It's only a matter of time before we kick them off the island."

"You can't do that, Stoick. It'll be war."

"It'll be war anyway, with a treaty or no!" he declared. "The ink won't be dry before Dagur starts looking for a way to stab us in the back again."

"If that's true, why are we even holding these talks?" Hiccup asked. "Dad, you said you wanted to give peace a fair shot. Even if we can't trust Dagur, maybe we can still come up with some arrangement even he wouldn't break."

"Blood," Gobber said suddenly. "It's going to take blood to make this work."

Stoick and Hiccup both gave him a started glance.

"What are you suggesting?" said Stoick.

"Kill Dagur?" Hiccup asked.

"What? No, we're not going to kill anybody! The Berserkers are having a bad influence on you, lad," Gobber said. "We need something more than parchment to make a treaty with them binding. I know this may be a tender subject at the moment, but Dagur does have a sister. And you, Stoick, have a son."

Hiccup was jolted. "You're not serious."

"Why not? She can't be as bad as her brother."

"Gobber," Stoick said. He sounded impatient. "Aren't you forgetting something?"

Hiccup gave a little smile. "First world problems."

"What's that got to do with anything? Marriage happens in the second world. And even if it didn't, a hearth marriage is just as valid."

"Yeah, but I think Dagur would expect us to make babies and eventually, I'd have to step outside the marriage for an heir. When he finds out I'm pregnant instead of his sister, he'll lose it and then it will be a war."

"What if we get lucky and she's in-between, too?"

"I'm never that lucky."

Stoick interrupted harshly, "I don't care how many worlds or which world anyone has, Hiccup is _not_ marrying a Berserker and that is that!"

Although only Gobber had been taking the idea seriously, it was a relief for Hiccup to hear that. Political marriages weren't uncommon, but it was a particular arrow Hiccup had thought he would always dodge because walking two worlds added some wrinkles to negotiating one. When mixed-blood heirs were usually the goal, Stoick couldn't explain that Hiccup required someone's son rather than daughter without revealing the first world and thereby breaking taboo. Of course, Stoick could ask for Hiccup's permission to do so and that would make it acceptable, but he never had.

Eventually, Gobber left for the night. Stoick, quiet and somber, moved on to another ice block after the first one had melted. The chief likely wanted silence in which to brood, but Hiccup had a concern he needed to voice.

"Dad, back in the great hall, you made it sound like you didn't care if the Berserkers keep killing dragons. Was that growling or were you serious?"

Stoick turned, giving him a weary look. "Of course I care, Hiccup. But it may be something we have to let go."

"Let go?" He didn't like the sound of this.

"Dagur is right. The dragons aren't going to go away, so they can't stop killing them if they can't train them. But we can't allow them to do that."

"I know Dagur is horrible, but there are a lot of innocent people and dragons on Berserker Island. I don't see how we can call this peace if we have an alliance with them and let them continue to die."

"Son, I know it sounds cold, but taking care of the Berserkers is Dagur's job," Stoick said. "Ours is to do whatever is necessary to keep Berk safe."

_How safe are we if we continue giving the Berserkers reasons to hate us? _Hiccup wanted to ask, but Stoick was right. They couldn't hold themselves accountable for Dagur's people, not when Dagur actively worked to bring harm to Berk. And that aside, Hiccup had no solution he could present to his father. There were no good options, so he had to accept the least terrible one, as Stoick already had.
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**Chapter Nine**

The next day was worse. Not an hour passed before talks broke down and the great hall turned into a rout. There wasn't a negotiation between Vikings that didn't suffer ups and downs like this, but Hiccup wondered if both sides were fighting for keeps- the Berkians seemed just as angry as the Berserkers. In defending himself, he accidentally sliced off the tip of a Berserker's ear. He would have felt guilty if the Berserker in question wasn't so pleased with the wound. The man ran off, gleefully announcing, "The rider of the Night Fury gave me a scar!"

The fighting ended when Dagur finally announced, "Enough! Bored now."

Everyone cleared out, leaving Mulch and Bucket to mop up the hall.

* * *

><p>"We can't give the Berserkers dragons. That's out of the question," Stoick said.<p>

He and Hiccup were at home, drinking by the fire- or Stoick was drinking. Hiccup had drawn a mug but had yet to touch it. At the moment he was tying a bandage around Stoick's arm. Someone had gotten lucky and managed to score a hit on the chief, but it was shallow and had bled little.

"We can't give up on the question," Hiccup protested. "There must be a way we can save the dragons of their island without creating a danger for ourselves."

"Not in my lifetime," Stoick said. "And it won't be in yours either unless Dagur has an heir that takes after Oswald. We can't trust him. We never will."

"If we can't even try trusting him, how are these talks not a joke?" he asked. He finished the knot and let the bandage go, satisfied it was secure.

Stoick sighed softly, closing his eyes. "I'd settle for a non-aggression pact. That's what I offered at the start."

"That's not enough for Dagur."

It wasn't enough for Hiccup either. A non-aggression pact might buy Berk a temporary calm, but it wouldn't be progress. It wouldn't solve the Berserkers' problems and would only nurture the resentment that already existed between the tribes, priming them both to cheer on an even bloodier slaughter later. And this assumed that Dagur would sign and keep to such a pact; Hiccup knew that he wouldn't. Yet Hiccup could not accept war as inevitability, that the past nine years of tranquility and safety would be the only such time that he or his people who know. He would do anything to guarantee peace.

If they couldn't trust Dagur, they had to find a way around him. Hiccup didn't like Stoick's suggestion to wait and see if Dagur's child wasn't insane like his father. Hoping for luck wasn't a plan.

_If we could trust Dagur's heir…_

A thought struck Hiccup like a bolt between the eyes and made his stomach lurch. That was a horrifying idea. Anything for peace? No, not anything. Not that. Thankfully, he doubted such a thing would ever occur to Stoick. Revealing the first world to Dagur was something his father would never ask him to do, not even for Berk's sake.

* * *

><p>"I don't want to leave you," Astrid said. She had one hand on Stormfly's neck, but had made no motion to get in her saddle.<p>

"Why are you so worried? Yeah, there's been fighting, but that's Vikings being Vikings," Hiccup said and tried to laugh. The sound rang false in his ears. He was afraid that the talks were coming close to failing completely, but he didn't want to share his concerns with Astrid. They were too tangled in his awkward feelings towards Dagur and Astrid was the last person in which he could confide such a thing. "I can take care of myself. You know that."

"I know, but…"

"Right now, my job is here with crazy and yours is with your students," Hiccup said. "Come on, Fishlegs has got be dying out there."

She tried to smile at the joke- for him, just for him. "Okay. Keep safe, Hiccup."

Boosting herself, she glided onto Stormfly's back. Hiccup stepped back for her to take-off.

_Sorry, Astrid_, he thought._ I know you deserve better than this from me._

* * *

><p>Another day, another riot. Hiccup's ears rang as his helmet was knocked off his head by a stray ax.<p>

"Who touched Hiccup?" Dagur shrieked. "Who?!"

The Berserker in question received a broken nose from his chief and the fighting ended for the day.

* * *

><p>"Lunatic," Stoick muttered, pressing an ice block to his head as he stared into the fire. "I've half a mind to end this farce now."<p>

"You're just saying that," Hiccup said- less because he believed it and more because he wanted it to be true. "If we give up now-"

"We aren't getting anywhere! And we never were going to. The only reason I can see to continue is to suss out what Dagur's really after," Stoick replied. "It's not dragons, at least not direct from us. He had to know we'd refuse."

"So you think we still don't know his ultimate motive."

"Oh, we know that," his father said. "An excuse for war."

They were interrupted by a knock on the door.

"I'll get it," Hiccup volunteered.

Outside, he found Tuffnut.

"Hi," he said. This was unexpected. He stepped outside and closed the door behind him, so they could talk without disturbing Stoick's peace. "What's going on?"

"Oh, uh, I've been hanging out in the Berserker encampment 'cause it was a good idea last time and I thought I might learn something," Tuffnut began in his slow yet rambling drawl. "But Dagur kind of figured out who I am and… uh… well, it's cool, he was okay with it. But he said I had to deliver a message or he'd break my arm. So here I am. With a message."

Hiccup rubbed his face. It could be worse. Tuffnut could have come here reporting his presence had started an incident and Dagur was now accusing Berk of spying on him- which would be completely true and thus an even worse headache for Stoick.

"What's the message? Is it for me or my dad?"

"It's for you. He says he wants you to meet him behind the ruins of Mildew's house. Well, he didn't say it was Mildew's house, he called it the rubble, but I know it's Mildew's-"

"Yeah, yeah, I get it," Hiccup said, cutting him off.

"Yeah. And he wants you to come alone. He didn't say why. Just 'Hiccup has to come alone'. I guess he wants it to be a big secret and stuff."

Hiccup gave an uneasy smile. Oh, did this sound like a trap- because it obviously was a trap. "Did he say what he wanted to talk about?"

Tuffnut shrugged. "I dunno."

Meeting Dagur alone in the dark screamed bad idea. But Hiccup was beginning to feel desperate. Neither he nor his father had any idea how to make this treaty happen. Maybe by talking to Dagur he would learn something that would help.

Or maybe Dagur had something else in mind, he thought, remembering what had happened the last time they had been alone together. The intensity of that kiss still made him shiver. This could be a really bad idea- better bring his Gronckle iron shield with him, he decided.

He told Tuffnut, "Let Dagur know I'm on my way."

He reentered the house. He still wore his armor, so he only needed to go upstairs and grab the shield. As he headed out the door a second time, his father stirred.

"Where are you going, son?" Stoick asked.

"Oh, to check on Toothless," Hiccup lied and bit down on his tongue before he could start blathering.

"Fine. Stay away from any Berserkers, you hear?"

Hiccup didn't reply.

Outside, the moon was bright. A brisk walk took him quickly across the village, but it was farther still to Mildew's field. He felt tempted to run, but he'd only tire himself in the armor, and he needed his senses sharp. Eventually, he reached the site. Soft lights glowed within the Berserker tents; Hiccup skirted around them in the darkness. Farther out, he could see the flame of a single torch that was wedged between stones. In its light was the silhouette of Dagur's helmet. Moving quietly, he approached.

"Hiccup!" Dagur called out in a hushed voice. "You came!"

He sounded happy. In the fire light, his green eyes glowed.

"Hey! Remember this?" Hiccup asked and held up his weapon.

"The ornate shield! I never got a chance to ask for one of those."

"Sorry, Berk exclusive," he quipped and lowered his arm. He felt tense just being alone in the dark with Dagur, but some of the knotting in his stomach was thanks to his eye noticing how Dagur's skin seemed golden in the torchlight. He looked away from the man's arms, but Dagur's face held just as much intriguing definition: the slight hook of his nose, the almond shape of his eyes. "Why did you ask me here? You're not just feeling lonely are you?"

Dagur smiled, revealing his teeth. "Would it be a problem if I was?"

"Talk, Dagur."

"You're cute when you're commanding," he cooed, but then continued in a sober tone, "But there is another problem. You and I, we have a problem."

"We have a very long list of problems. Mind being specific?"

"Stoick, Hiccup. Stoick is our problem."

_I don't like where this is going_, Hiccup thought and said, "If this is another offer to 'take care' of my dad-"

Dagur waved his hand. "Oh, no. I know you're too attached to him for that- but I also know you don't always agree with him. And I think you agree with me."

Where was this going? Hiccup felt genuinely confused. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Really? I have it on good authority that Stoick wasn't originally a fan of your Night Fury. You had to convince him." Dagur clapped his hands together and smiled. "So if Stoick can't be reasonable, you and I can be reasonable, and then you can convince Stoick."

_I really don't like where this is going. _Hiccup had no desire to go behind his father's back, but if he played along he might get some useful information out of the Berserker. Crossing his arms, he said, "That depends. I need to know what you consider reasonable, Dagur."

"This is what I like about you, Hiccup. You always try to take control. It makes me feel… tingly." Dagur grinned and then actually shivered. It was weird. "Stoick's missing the big picture. He wants to keep Berk in its safe little bubble. But you and I, we know there are greater things out there. Stoick doesn't care about the dragons of Berserker Island. But you care." He thumped his fist over his heart. "And I care."

Hiccup almost growled. Dagur wasn't being anywhere near as subtle as he thought he was. Already, he could unravel what the Berserker chief was going to suggest.

"I see," he said. "You don't need my father's consent to learn how to train dragons. You just need me to agree to teach you."

"Yes!" Dagur said, waving his hand out. "Exactly."

"And if my dad doesn't agree… well, what's to stop me from getting on your boat and going with you to your island without his permission? Yeah, I'll come and teach you everything I know and I'll stay in your house and do your cooking- is that the idea?"

Amicably, Dagur laughed. "Don't be silly. I'll do the cooking."

"Hmm…" Hiccup rested his hand under his chin and stroked it with his thumb. "I have to say… no. Never."

Dagur's jaw dropped.

"What!" he cried, flinging his arms out and jerking his head. His whole body shook, armor jangling sharply. "You can't say no! Don't you have any idea what I want? What I want to give you?"

"Do you think I'm completely stupid?" Hiccup retorted. "You don't want peace and you don't care what happens to the dragons on your island- not as long as you can control them."

"That's not true! I do care- I care because it would please you!"

The passion, even more so than the content, of Dagur's statement caught Hiccup off-guard.

_This is a trap. I should leave now._

Dagur continued, "Don't you know why I'm here? Why I bothered to come to Berk? It's _you_, Hiccup! This is all for you!"

_He's lying. I shouldn't be listening to this._

"Ah…" Hiccup took a step back. The torchlight suddenly seemed too hot and he felt woozy. "I don't understand."

"When I first met you, I _hated_ you," Dagur declared. He leaned forward and curled his fingers inward. "So little and scrawny and that nasally voice- and you'd be the next chief of Berk? You'd be no challenge for me! What a disappointment! But then-" He smiled and his eyes went wide with enthusiasm. "-you defeated the Red Death! I saw you battle a Night Fury! That's when I realized I wasn't meant to fight against you. I was meant to have you at my side!"

"I…" Hiccup shook his head, struggling to catch up to the story. He felt flushed under his armor. "The narrative goes a little differently for me."

"I know." Dagur's voice became flat, his expression dour. "Because you made a fool of me. You _lied_ to me. Oh, I was _enraged_. I was _incensed!_" His voice rose and he hunched over, pressing his hands to his helmet. "I couldn't stop thinking about you. It was like my brain was on fire all the time! I thought I needed to tear you apart- to claim your dragon and rip you to pieces…" Just as his speech was drawing to a climax, he stood upright and shrugged. "But I was wrong."

Completely lost, Hiccup demanded, "What?"

"I was wrong. What I felt was so intense because it was our _connection_, Hiccup! I just didn't know what to do about it. But then I figured it out. I knew I had to wait. I was hoping Stoick would drop, but I forgot how young he is. My own father was…" Dagur sniffed and shook his head as he straightened himself. "I don't want to talk about our fathers. I want to talk about _us_."

Hiccup raised his hand to his cheek. His face felt feverish to his own touch. This was too much to absorb. So much of it sounded like a story he knew, but twisted, taking it to a completely different ending, a conclusion he could not fathom.

"There… isn't… an 'us'."

"Yes there is," Dagur insisted. His eyes glimmered. "I know it. I feel it, Hiccup. I want you." He took a step towards him. "I need you." Another step. "I love-"

Shocked, Hiccup's eyes bulged and he dropped his shield. It landed against the rocks with a clatter.

"Heh," Dagur laughed. He crossed what remained of the distance between them and dropped onto his knee. Reaching for Hiccup's hand, he kissed it.

The touch of his lips was only a light brush on Hiccup's skin, but it felt as strong as an electric charge. It passed up his arm and then down his spine. The hairs on his back stood on end and his heart began to race.

"Dagur…" he began, but had no idea how to finish.

"You feel it too, don't you?" Dagur insisted, standing up. "You know we belong together. I can see it in your eyes!"

Hiccup felt something, but it was far from a mystical connection or a binding of souls. He didn't believe in those things and even if he did, he didn't think the gods were crazy or cruel enough to choose Dagur for him. What he felt was far more base and instinctual, though no less intense. His body burned like a volcano from pure, unremitting lust.

He couldn't stand it anymore. He had been holding himself in close guard for almost two weeks now and he wanted scream- but instead, he decided upon the stupidest thing he had ever done in his life.

He flung himself at Dagur and kissed the man hard.

Dagur grabbed Hiccup by the arms; Hiccup twined his one good leg around Dagur's calf. Their mouths grasped at each other insistently, hungrily- at moments, Hiccup found himself gasping for air, having forgotten to breathe. He snaked his hands around Dagur's back, groping possessively. He was on fire.

Somehow Hiccup found himself on his back against the ground, but he was too full of longing to care how they'd gotten horizontal. Dagur pressed on top of him lightly, still kissing fiercely and trying to claim his tongue. Hiccup arched his back to push against him, the heat in his belly driving him with need.

Dagur moved his lips to the crook of Hiccup's neck and sucked tenderly. Then, his mouth traveled to Hiccup's ear and, with a puff of hot breath, he whispered, "Let's make our own treaty, Hiccup. One between you and me and the stars."

"Yes…" Hiccup moaned. That sounded like Valhalla on earth.

"I have your permission?"

"Yes."

"Then I'm going to take off your armor."

Dagur's hand trailed down Hiccup's side, feeling the seam until he found a buckle. He began to undo the clasp.

"Wait…" Hiccup's mind was fuzzy from the torchlight and the fever and brilliance of his need combined with Dagur's. "There's something I'm supposed to say. I…"

_I walk between the worlds…_

Reality slammed into his brain with a roaring crash.

"No! Stop!"

Dagur sprung off him. Sitting back on his haunches, he looked at Hiccup in alarm. "What? What's wrong?"

Quivering, Hiccup sat up. He reached to check the buckle that Dagur had been working and found it was still in place.

What had he almost done? He couldn't believe himself. He had lost control and almost given up to Dagur his most vital and powerful secret.

"We can't do this," he said.

"Of course we can!" Dagur exclaimed. "We're supposed to do this! We belong with each other- we're meant to be!"

Hiccup forced himself to look into Dagur's face. He saw the intensity of the man's expression, the passion and yearning in his eyes, and realized Dagur believed every word he had said to Hiccup.

It was ridiculous and sad. It was completely deranged.

"No, we're not," Hiccup said. His legs felt wobbly, but he stood anyway. "I'm sorry, Dagur. I want to, but I can't."

He picked up his shield and ran.
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**Chapter Ten**

Stoick was asleep when Hiccup got home and he thanked every god for that. He dashed upstairs and unfastened his armor as quickly as possible, letting it clunk to the floor. He threw off his shirt and pants and then dove under his bed sheets.

A run half across Berk had somehow done nothing to dissipate the frantic energy in his stomach or cool the flush of his skin. He still burned for want of Dagur's touch and he couldn't wait out this feeling, hoping it would pass. He reached down to take care of himself.

He thought of the ardor of Dagur's lips, the strength of his hands, the flame in his eyes, and moaned. It wasn't fair. He should hate Dagur. He should feel nothing but contempt for him- but he had wanted to ride Dagur until they were both senseless, and if his second world were his only world, he _would_ have.

_I walk between the worlds…_

Ritual words. Words that he would have had to say tonight before the armor could come off, before it could go any further and Dagur see for himself.

_…I give you permission to enter my first world._

Words he could never speak to Dagur. He could never trust Dagur wouldn't turn his secret against him. The taboo existed to protect him, but Dagur was crazy- and if he truly held the delusion that he and Hiccup were destined for each other, he might be crazy enough to risk angering the gods if somehow it could bind Hiccup to him.

In-betweens were supposed to be special, god-touched, blessed. Hiccup had never believed that- and tonight, more so than ever, he felt fiercely that it wasn't true. He felt powerless to claim anything that he wanted.

* * *

><p>Hiccup felt drained as he sat in the great hall and stared at his hands. He wished he could have abstained from coming today. He felt so confused and so hopeless. Maybe if he had a few hours to spend with his own thoughts, he could find an optimistic center within this mess. Right now, he understood too well Stoick's disillusionment that these talks were a wearying exercise grinding towards a brutal conclusion.<p>

What did Dagur want? Was it war? Was it dragons?

How could it be Hiccup himself?

_"I need you… I love-"_

Hiccup shook his head. It was a lie, one Dagur was telling himself. When you loved someone, you didn't try to destroy his village.

Something in the hall was different today. Both sides were quiet; they had become still as Dagur, instead of taking his usual seat, entered into the central area encircled by the table and held up his hands. He had an announcement.

"Fighting is fun and all, but I'm getting tired of it. These talks are going nowhere and I know why. Berk doesn't trust us. Berk doesn't believe we've changed, that we are committed to peace. Berk has made it clear that words aren't enough to seal this pact. Very well."

Hiccup took a breath. He couldn't imagine what was coming. As Dagur's gaze passed over him, he flinched and turned his head aside.

"I will prove my commitment with another bond, one that will last a lifetime. I offer to seal this treaty with a hearth marriage, Stoick. One between me and Hiccup!"

The collective gasp that filled the room perfectly accompanied the void that opened in Hiccup's stomach. He had not seen this coming, but he should have. A hearth marriage, a union between two men or two women, had a different name because it was understood both parties were allowed to step outside the marriage to create children. In every other way, it was the same as a husband and wife, living and managing a household together. Dagur was asking that Hiccup be his for the rest of their lives.

The thought filled him with dread. Last night, he may have wanted Dagur to rip off his clothes and rock the ground with him, but that was _all_ he had wanted. Sharing a home with him would be a torture. Dagur's crazy would become inescapable; he would have complete access to hound and paw and shout at Hiccup all day and night.

Dagur continued, "We will live together, rule our tribes together, raise our heirs together- surely with such a joining, Berk cannot doubt our devotion."

Suddenly, Dagur shot across the circle, ramming into the table right in front of Hiccup.

"Ack!" Hiccup cried and almost fell backwards out of his chair.

Dagur grinned. "What do you say, _husband_?"

He didn't need even a second to think.

"Never!"

Dagur's eyes widened. His mouth quivered. Then, he threw back his head towards the ceiling and screamed.

Hiccup stared at him. The man had honestly expected another answer? Wait, of course he had. Reality was a constantly shifting state to Dagur. Trying to kill Hiccup ten years ago or harassing Hiccup a few days ago, those didn't count if they weren't on Dagur's mind.

Furious, Hiccup jumped to his feet and leaned over the table.

"You are insane!" he shouted. "You're an animal! I can't _imagine_ the man or woman crazy enough to marry you! I hope for _their_ sake, you never meet them!"

Realizing that he was being addressed, Dagur lowered his face towards Hiccup's. His eyes were wild.

"Why!" he demanded. "Don't you feel it? Don't you know-"

"I've heard enough!" Stoick bellowed. He stood up and slammed his fist against the table. His face was red with barely contained rage. "It's because of _you_, Dagur, that there is no trust and I'll not sentence Hiccup or any other Berkian to a lifetime of misery with you because of it! If it's war, that's at your choosing- is that what you want? I don't think so, not when everyone here in this room knows you won't win. What you can have is a restoration of the old treaty, nothing more!"

Barring his teeth in a snarl, Dagur glared at Stoick.

"Nothing is _nothing_! I am done haggling over nothing. You have three days, Stoick, to give me a better offer- or I leave and when I come back, I take your dragons, I take your island, I take Hiccup!"

He marched from the great hall. His Berserker warriors followed him, leaving Hiccup and Stoick staring at the empty half of the room.

Hiccup's hands reached for his temples. He held his breath, then gasped.

_This is happening. This is really happening._

They had three days until war.
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**Chapter Eleven**

"There has to be something we can do!" Hiccup exclaimed as he followed Stoick inside the house. "This can't just be it. I won't accept it!"

Sighing, Stoick pressed the door shut. "Hiccup, you can't make life the way you want it by wishing-"

"I know that!" he exclaimed. "Ten years, I changed this island and I had to work for it. And the Red Death was a lot scarier than Dagur. I can't sit back and accept there's nothing we can do now."

"I know you've worked miracles in the past, son, but-"

"Miracles? That wasn't a miracle- I lost my leg! Toothless and I almost died! And Toothless, he wasn't a miracle. That was patience and kindness and willingness to see things differently-"

With a tired look, Stoick said, "And you think you can find a way to see Dagur differently?"

"Well…" Hiccup already had new eyes for Dagur and he wasn't certain he liked their gaze. "Maybe not Dagur, but the problem. Maybe there's a way to work around him."

"Dagur _is_ the Berserkers. They have always been fanatically loyal to their chief, in the past and now- their willingness to put their heads into a Skrill's mouth if ordered is what's made them so feared," Stoick said. "You can't work around Dagur to get to the Berserkers."

"Then we trap him. Something he won't resist and he'd lose if he tried to cross us."

"Aye, a trap? And what'll we use as bait, Hiccup? You?" Stoick's face flushed red. He pointed his finger towards the door. "Where did that come from today? Did you have any idea-"

"I don't know, he's deranged!" Hiccup exclaimed. "Living together… not all hearth marriages are conjugal and if he wants dragons that badly…"

He was babbling because he was lying. He knew perfectly well that Dagur hadn't suggested marriage as a means to gain something else- and that Dagur would want to exercise his connubial rights.

And Hiccup wouldn't mind that if not for the "marriage" part. He wouldn't mind using himself as lure, but he only wanted Dagur for a night- or two, or three, or a month- to work this ridiculous lust out of his system, not become stuck with the man for a lifetime. And all this was information Stoick really did not need to know.

"I could have taken off his head right then and there," Stoick growled lowly. The fierceness of his voice startled Hiccup. "If he ever touches you…"

"Oh, what a thought," Hiccup trilled. He felt hot.

"Stay away from him. He's more dangerous than I feared."

Wait, Hiccup realized. He had this conversation with someone before. In reply to Stoick, he said, "Dad, worst case scenario, he sees the first world without permission and I get to take him out. That could actually solve our problems."

Stoick's eyes flared wide.

"I agree, not a solution I want to explore," he assured his father, raising his hands. "I'm just saying, if he's that horrible, he'll end up screwing himself, not me."

_ "I have your permission?... What's wrong?"_

Dagur wasn't that horrible. Dagur was insistent and invasive, but at moments when it counted, he'd obeyed Hiccup's wishes.

_Can I use that?_

He would do almost- _almost_- anything to prevent this war. Considering this disaster was Dagur's fault, playing with the other man's head was an option Hiccup felt justified considering.

_ "You're cute when you're commanding."_

_Oh, yeah?_ Hiccup thought. He had no idea what his next move was, but he would find a way to make Dagur think he was _adorable_.

* * *

><p>Often, the path to a better future was progress. But traditions were important and sometimes the past still held the best solution. Since Hiccup currently lacked for inspiration, he asked Gobber for access to Berk's historic chronicles. Although the particulars of this situation were special, the broad strokes weren't unique among Vikings, and he hoped that some term in an older treaty might spark an idea in his mind.<p>

It took less than a day for him to find his solution. As he read the ancient contract, he heard a thunderclap in his mind- then his stomach did a flip.

This idea was crazy. It was…

_Deranged?_ his mind finished and he groaned.

Stupid Dagur. Stupid, steamy Dagur. Hiccup wanted to hit him.

He needed time to wrap his head around this, to see if his quivering stomach and fluttering heart would settle, and then decide if he really could do it- or if he _wanted_ to do it. Oh, a part of him was right now jumping up and down shouting "yes, yes", but that was the stupid half of his brain that wasn't considering all the consequences.

He walked to the great hall. For the first time in weeks, it was empty. He looked at the line of portraits on the wall, one that ended with the picture of him and Stoick- the accurate one, he remembered with a smile. The next painting to go up here would be him, probably looking much the same as he did now, with his own son or daughter. He had made plans for himself, how he wanted his life to be and how that child would be raised. If he did this, followed the proposal he had in mind now, a part of that dream would become impossible. But he didn't care, he decided, because he had bigger dreams for Berk and for the entire archipelago. There were things he could sacrifice and do so gladly if it meant his children would grow up knowing peace and knowing dragons not as weapons, but companions. The most wonderful, amazing companions possible.

_I can do this. I will do this._

* * *

><p>"Dad!" Hiccup rushed into the house. It was the last day- if this didn't work, Dagur would leave tomorrow. "Dad, you're not going to believe this."<p>

Stoick raised an eyebrow. "When you say that, you tend to be right."

"Dagur says he's willing to negotiate."

Stoick looked skeptical. Crossing his arms, he said, "That doesn't seem likely. This sounds like a trap."

"Yeah, well, this whole thing has been a trap. He wants to meet in the great hall in an hour. I've got my armor on- time to put on yours."

"If this turns out to be a joke, I'm chopping those stupid horns right off that ridiculous helmet of his…" Stoick grumbled and walked off to get dressed.

Hiccup smiled at his father's back in relief. He'd decided to approach Stoick first, knowing lying to him would be more difficult than lying to Dagur. One player was moving into place, now to mobilize the other. He left the house and dashed for the Berserker encampment.

* * *

><p>"Stoick has… reconsidered?" Dagur repeated. "That doesn't sound like him."<p>

"Peace is important to him," Hiccup said, crossing his arms. "It's important to me."

"And what _part_ has he reconsidered?" he asked, looking over Hiccup slowly. "Why won't you marry me?"

_Ugh_, Hiccup almost sighed. Why wasn't he surprised Dagur had just popped out the question like this? _Why would I marry you?_

"It wouldn't work out like you think it would," he answered. "Look, just show up. You've got half an hour."

"Oh, you're getting authoritative." Dagur grinned and licked his lip. Then he frowned. "That's not much time."

"But you're already in armor and looking dashing," Hiccup drawled. "Dagur, trust me on this. You're going to like what you hear."
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**Chapter Twelve**

Hiccup stood outside the doors to the great hall and took a deep breath. He wished Toothless were with him. This could be the most important announcement of his life and his Night Fury belonged at his side for it- but if this worked, Dagur and the Berserkers would never be a threat to Toothless or any dragon again.

_This is the moment everything changes_, he thought in the stillness of his mind. Then he opened the doors and stepped into the middle of a storm.

The great hall was a riot of Berkian on Berserker, metal clanging and voices roaring. From opposite sides of the table, Stoick and Dagur shouted at each other.

"You mad fool! Is this your idea of compromise? Wasting my time-"

"Your time! Are you finally going senile, old Rumblehorn? You asked for me-"

_Ah, my people, being completely predictable_, Hiccup thought. He felt unfazed as he stepped into the central hollow encircled by the table. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called out, "Good afternoon, everyone!"

Most of the fighters failed to hear him over the clash of their weapons, but Stoick and Dagur took notice. Together, both chiefs exclaimed in accusation, "_Hiccup!_"

They shouted and signaled for the battle to stop. The people were obedient to their chiefs and there was some hasty helmet and strap re-adjusting before the delegates took their seats. Hiccup waited patiently for the room to settle.

_Here goes_, he told himself. _Once I start, there's no going back._

He didn't want to turn back. Strangely, he didn't feel nervous and he didn't have any doubts. This would work. This was the right solution and he was in control.

"This is your doing, isn't it, Hiccup?" Stoick demanded.

"You got me," he admitted. "I had to get everyone together for this. I know how to make this treaty work."

"You went behind Stoick's back?" Dagur questioned and then grinned, eyes coming alight. "Is this a coup? Are you taking over, Hiccup?" He raised his ax into the air. "Men, to arms! We fight for Chief Hiccup!"

"It's not a coup!" he snapped. "Calm down, Dagur. It's going be exciting, but not like that."

"Ooo." Dagur sat down and gave a slightly less maniac smile. "I'm listening."

"So am I," Stoick said sternly. "This had better be good."

"It will be," he promised. Pressing his hands together, he addressed the assembly. "We need this treaty, both of us. But we seem to want very different things. The Berserkers want tamed dragons. Berk wants peace. I think deep down, the Berserkers want peace, too- and you're right, Dagur. It's not real peace if we hold such an advantage. For us to truly be your ally, we should want you to have dragons, too."

"Ha!" Dagur pointed across the table. "See, I'm right, Stoick! Even Hiccup thinks so."

"Yes, I do. Now shut up and let me finish. There's been too much bad blood in our past. It's stopping us for trusting each other- from believing we can ever trust each other. We need new blood. We need to create a new bond, one that can't be broken, to unite us."

"My idea, too!" Dagur called out gleefully. "Hiccup, I accept your hand in-"

_Of course, you do_, Hiccup thought. He spun towards Dagur and waggled his finger. "Ah ah. I'm not going to marry you. That- no. Just… no. Fortunately, there is another way."

He turned back to addressing the crowd in general. "When marriage, even a hearth marriage, isn't possible, there's still a way to bring together two tribes: a kinship exchange. Someone from Berk volunteers to help the chief of the Berserkers with, uh… making an heir. And someone from Berserker Island does the same for the chief- or in this case, future chief- of Berk. So my child and Dagur's would be considered siblings."

He paused and took a breath, allowing those present to absorb his words. In the silence, he felt the first stirrings of anxiety. This was the point at which either Stoick or Dagur could lose it and derail his talk. Considering what else he had planned to say, he hoped he didn't have to yell it over either man's shouting.

Dagur growled, "I thought you said I would like this."

"If this is going where I think it is, _son_…" Stoick began. There was a telling emphasis on his final word.

"You do want to sleep with my sister!" Dagur wailed.

Hiccup almost sighed. He should have anticipated that assumption. "That actually would not work-"

"You're right. It _wouldn't_," he snapped. "Because this requires a volunteer and there is _no_ Berserker who will sleep with you, Hiccup!"

"Oh, I think there is."

"Really? And who of Berk volunteers for the glory of Berserker Island?" Dagur asked sarcastically. "Who volunteers for me?"

"I do," Hiccup said.

Dagur rolled his head back and roared at the ceiling. "Oh gods, Hiccup, we know _you_ do! I mean the _woman_!"

"We're not going to involve a woman."

The other man stopped and gave him a scrutinizing look. "Hiccup, did no one ever explain to you where babies come from?"

"Hahahaha, good one." Hiccup laughed nervously, swinging his arms. "No, you don't understand. I'm glad you don't, but now the time for secrets is over."

He took another deep breath. _This is the moment. And everything _will_ change._

"I walk-"

"Hiccup, _no_!" Stoick cried.

He stopped. Rarely ever had he heard that note of desperation in Stoick's voice. Rarely, too, in such a place as this, would Stoick call out to him and beg not as a chief, but as a father.

_Sorry, Dad. It's my worlds and it's my choice._

It was his destiny of which he was seizing control and it made him feel… powerful. For the first time, he had a sense of the energetic force, the uncommon potential, that he had always been told came with being in-between. Maybe what he was meant that he approached problems differently and saw solutions others could not- and that was why he had been able to befriend Toothless. But more likely was that being male, female, or caught between both had nothing to do with it. This was who he was and how his mind worked; being in-between was another facet of himself that he had found a way to turn to his advantage.

He locked eyes with Dagur and saw that he held the other man's rapt attention.

"I walk between the worlds. You know only my second world. Now, I allow you to know my first. For the future of Berk and Berserker, for the dragons- for peace, Dagur- I will walk my first world with you. I volunteer for you."

Dagur's jaw dropped and he looked at Hiccup in awe. "You… you are…"

"I am."

"And I…" His voice became reverent. "I have permission?"

Hiccup surprised himself at the happy gasp that escaped him. Until this moment, he hadn't known for certain that Dagur would obey the boundaries. Even if he did, such consideration might come only from fear of reprisal. But his question, and the tone in which he had asked it, revealed that he respected what Hiccup was.

"I give you permission to speak of my first world. And to everyone else present, you have permission as long as it relates to the treaty."

"You are amazing!" Dagur declared.

With a happy squeal, he jumped over the table and into the center. He flung himself at Hiccup, wrapping his arms tightly around him. Suddenly entrapped by that strong, Viking muscle, Hiccup didn't know how to react.

"Uh…"

"We can make babies together!" Dagur exclaimed. "This couldn't be more perfect!"

_Oh, great_, Hiccup thought. This plan was going to work _too_ well.
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**Chapter Thirteen**

"The Berserkers accept your offer of kinship exchange!"

"I forbid it!"

With disturbing precision, Stoick's axe flew across the room and knocked Dagur's helmet clear off his head.

"Get your hands off my son!" Stoick roared.

_Oh, Dad_, Hiccup thought miserably. At least he had managed to get through his big reveal without further interruption from Stoick; that moment had had the dignity and ceremony for which he'd hoped. Now came the ugly part.

"Excuse me, but your son just asked if I would put my hands on him," Dagur retorted. He squeezed Hiccup tightly and nuzzled his cheek. "Oh, my precious little Hiccup. We're going to make such mighty children! How many do you want? When can we start? Now? I'm ready _whenever_ you want me."

That last statement, Hiccup decided, was best left unverified.

"Okay, this is not what I signed up for," he said. He elbowed Dagur in the stomach, followed by a backwards kick below the shin, to get the other man to break his arm lock. Dagur released him and hunched over. "I gave you permission to _talk_ about that I can carry children. You don't get make one with me until there's a treaty to my satisfaction and both you and my dad have signed it!"

"Hiccup…" Stoick's voice was strained with disbelief. "What are you doing?"

He turned around to look at his father. Stoick's gaze was severe.

"Hiccup, you don't have to do this. You _can't_ do this. He's not a dragon. He's not another Toothless! You can't tame him! He's-"

"Deranged?" Hiccup finished. "I know, Dad. That's why I'm not going to marry him. I'm going to sleep with him and have some kids and that sounded much less awful in my head."

"_Some_?" Stoick questioned, repeating the word in a boom.

"Ah… ha ha… funny thing…"

"Do the math, Stoick," Gobber interjected. "In a kinship exchange, there's usually two pairings, one for each tribe. Hiccup's proposal is a more economical, but the outcome has to be the same: two babies."

"Two?" Dagur squealed in glee, apparently recovered. "We're going to have two!"

"Oh, shut up, please shut up," Hiccup muttered and then said, "I know it's a long-term proposition, but-"

"It is not happening. It is _never_ happening!" Stoick thundered.

"Why not?"

Stoick reared his head back, startled. From his reaction, Hiccup knew his father had not expected that question to be fired at him and he hoped Stoick didn't spring any surprises on him in return. He'd known that for Dagur this would be an easy sell- too easy and it was starting to feel creepy- but that Stoick would have to be backed into it. He had a dozen counterarguments already prepared, but he hoped Stoick wouldn't press him far enough to use the worst of them. His last resort would be to claim he'd run off with Dagur and create these children whether Stoick gave his blessing or not. That was how much Hiccup believed that Berk and Berserker both needed this, but he wouldn't pull out that threat unless he truly became desperate- it would break Stoick's heart.

At last, Stoick answered, "I don't trust him not to hurt you."

Hiccup took a breath. No, he hadn't anticipated that reply. It raised quite a question in his mind: why didn't he think Dagur would hurt him? That was an assumption he had made without even realizing it. When he looked at the past, it seemed ludicrous not to worry that Dagur might strangle him once they were alone- yet since arriving on Berk a few weeks ago, the worst Dagur had done outside the talks was make obnoxious comments and gestures and push on Hiccup one kiss. The rest- the other kisses, the grinding, the groping- hadn't happened until Hiccup had initiated contact.

Of course, inside the talks, Dagur threatened to destroy Berk and kidnap Hiccup multiple times. Was Hiccup being an idiot, letting lust talk him into something fatally stupid? Or had Dagur changed, just enough that Hiccup could feel safe in the same bed as him? Hiccup was going to find out the hard way.

"I don't believe that will happen, but don't think about me. Think about Berk. And think about the Berserkers, because now they're going to be ruled by your grandchild," Hiccup said. "This will be the best thing for both islands."

Stoick didn't believe him. He could see that as his father shut his eyes, looking pained. But behind him, the other Berkians were having a much different reaction. They were looking at Hiccup with timid surprise- and wonder.

_Huh?_ he thought. Why were they mirroring Dagur's reaction?

Suddenly, he heard the Berserkers giving a rousing cheer and someone shouted, "We have the blessing of the gods!"

_Oh no_.

His stomach lurched and his knees felt weak. No, it was happening, what he'd always dreaded might become his role- how could he have forgotten this? He had been so focused on the details- on bloodlines and the physical realities of continuing them, on his desires for Berk and Dagur's not completely unreciprocated desire for him- that he'd somehow forgotten the most significant reason he had hidden the first world.

Now the warriors of Berk were cheering and running about, thumping the backs of the same Berserker soldiers they'd been trying to maim not an hour before. Through the dull roar of their mingled voices, Hiccup could make out a few of their words: wishes spoken as if they would become certainties, names of the gods invoked- all with praise.

_Stop it!_ Hiccup wanted to shout at them. _The gods didn't have anything to do with this- they didn't give me this plan, it doesn't mean anything like that!_

The power an in-between was perceived as having wasn't absolute. That they had a unique connection to the gods and could bestow minor blessings, this was believed of all of them. But Hiccup was the son of the chief, he'd proven himself in battles against Berk's fiercest enemies- and he had shot a Night Fury out of the sky and made it his friend. No one was going to believe anything minor about Hiccup. He could protest all he wanted that he'd never heard the gods talking or invoked their favor and any person would simply point to Toothless as proof Hiccup didn't know his own power.

What had he started? Just by sleeping with Dagur, he would be conferring prestige upon the Berserker chief- but by going as far as to have his child, to _ask_ for his child, that was worse. The Berserkers might start believing they were invincible as long as they didn't cross Hiccup. And what about his own people? They already thought their island was special and that much of it was due to him- maybe they wouldn't ask for more and assume his blessing already had been received. But no doubt he had elevated Stoick further in their eyes, for being the one to father and raise him-

No, Hiccup suddenly realized, it might not work out that way. Stoick was against the kinship exchange. While the treaty's terms were still his to decide with Dagur, the exchange was tied too closely to Hiccup's status. If Stoick tried to withdraw it, others might think he was defying the gods, interfering with Hiccup's right to navigate his worlds freely.

Hiccup had thought only of how taboo restrained Dagur. He had never imagined it could be turned upon his father. He had wanted to convince Stoick to accept the exchange or at least come to an impasse using reason. Instead, he had turned this treaty into a noose that could strangle his father at the slightest misstep.

_What have I done?_

Hiccup ran to the table and dropped his head close to Stoick's to whisper, "Dad, I'm sorry! I forgot about the gods."

"Stand and smile, boy," Stoick said harshly, refusing to meet his eye. "It's your show now and you have to take it, whether you want it or not."

Someone grabbed his arm. Hiccup turned and saw that it was Dagur. Of course, it was Dagur. He let the other man pull him up and put his arm around him. He tuned out the noise of everyone shouting. Stoick was right, he thought morosely- if he didn't smile, everyone would worry something was wrong. So he did and tried to remind himself that this was a victory.

* * *

><p>It was dark when they left the great hall. Hiccup, with misery in his chest, walked a pace behind Stoick. He could feel the waves of tension radiating from his father.<p>

He had overlooked how his people and the Berserkers would react to him once he'd revealed himself. That had been a mistake. But he realized it changed nothing- it didn't alter the kinship exchange, which was still the best guarantee of peace.

_I'm sorry, Dad. I never wanted to hurt you, but Berk needs this._

They reached home. Stoick opened the door and stepped inside. He kept it open for Hiccup to enter after him, but he did not look back as he would have any other time. He remained facing away from him.

"Dad," Hiccup said.

Stoick hunched his shoulders.

"Dad, can we talk about this? Please?"

"I'm going to bed, son," Stoick said. "You… I suppose you'll do whatever it is you want."

He left the room.

That comment stung. Whatever he wanted? Did Stoick really believe this was what Hiccup _wanted_, not the simply best he could make of what he had?

_I'm doing the right thing! Just because you don't like it doesn't mean it's wrong!_

The kinship exchange solved so many problems: Hiccup would produce his necessary heir, Berk and the Berserkers would one day have chiefs related by blood, and the war everyone had feared would _never_ happen. The chief in Stoick should appreciate all this- why now, when almost never before, was the father in him overriding the ruler?

"Whatever I want- I know what I want," Hiccup muttered, marching upstairs.

He wanted to feel like himself.

He wasn't going to sleep, he decided. He removed his armor and changed into his normal clothes, his loose shirt and vest. Then he climbed out the window. Fueled by anticipation, his run to the dragon academy was quick jaunt. The treaty had kept him away from this place for too many days, away from what was most important to him.

He found Toothless prowling the arena.

"Hey, bud," he said softly, reaching out his hand. Toothless raised his head to nuzzle his palm. "I know it's late, but let's fly."
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**Chapter Fourteen**

Hiccup woke up with sand up his nose and in his mouth. Snorting and sputtering, he got out the worst of it, and then stood up to shake out his clothes. Maybe falling asleep on the beach hadn't been the best idea, but he hadn't wanted to return to Berk last night. Instead, he'd lain down on a nearby islet and let the sound of the waves lull to slumber.

Rumbling, Toothless walked over to him and dropped a fish.

"Oh, hey, you didn't chew it first!" Hiccup said, picking it up. It was covered in grit now, but that was preferable to dragon slime. "I don't know about you, but I have sand in places I don't want to mention."

Gathering some driftwood, he asked Toothless to start a fire. He washed off the fish as best he could and then began to cook it- carefully. He shared his father's skill in that area, which meant most of his food burned. He and Stoick would have starved years ago if not for Gobber.

"You would not believe my week," he said to Toothless. "I don't believe my week! If we go back to Berk and I find out this was all a dream, I won't be shocked."

Toothless nosed his arm and Hiccup responded by petting the dragon's head.

"So Dagur was being a tyrannical brat and Dad was being a stubborn rock and nobody had any good ideas, so what did I do? I decided I'd take control of the situation, because that's never backfired before. And I…" He took a breath. "I got up in front of everybody, revealed the first world, and asked Dagur if I could have his babies."

As he listened to himself, he stopped and widened his eyes.

"Am I insane?!" he shouted. He started pounding his heels, kicking up sand. "I'm going to have Dagur's babies. Do you know how I _get_ Dagur's babies? Sex with Dagur! Lots and lots of sex with Dagur!"

At the repeated mention of the other man's name, Toothless growled.

"And you know what's bad, what's even worse?" Hiccup continued. "I _want_ it! I really _want_ it! You haven't seen him yet, Toothless, but he looks… _ooooooh_. I guess he always looked a little like that, but now he's… he's so much _more_ and… I just want to _eat_ him!"

Toothless responded with a retching sound.

"I bet you're interpreting that literally," Hiccup remarked. He pressed his arms together, resting his chin on his hands, and sighed. "Oh, Toothless, he's gorgeous. He's an insane, maniacal jerk and he's gorgeous. I have never felt this shallowly for anyone in all my life."

He closed his eyes and sighed happily again. Then he smelled smoke.

"There goes breakfast." He kicked sand over the fire, putting it out. "We should head back to Berk anyway. Dad has no idea where I am and he is not as enamored with this my idea as my pants are. Everyone else loves it, but that's because…"

What sort of treatment awaited him on Berk? He knew his people could be excitable; back in the great hall yesterday, they might have been feeding off the Berserkers' enthusiasm. Would their awe of Hiccup be temporary and fade once the island was calm again- or would they keep him on a pedestal now, apart from the rest of them?

"A chief does what's best for his people. I'm not chief yet, but that's what I'm doing. But if this isn't what's best for me, I may have just screwed up my whole life."

Warbling sympathetically, Toothless butted his head against Hiccup's shoulder. Hiccup smiled at him.

"You're right, I have you. I'm not leaving you at the academy again. Some things I am putting back to normal when we get home. You're sticking by me, bud, and the rest of the dragons are coming back, too. I'll talk to Fishlegs and-"

He gasped.

How could he have forgotten? How, in the past five days, could he not have thought about her at all?

"Astrid!"

* * *

><p>"She's going to kill me, oh, she is going to kill me…" Hiccup repeated under his breath as he rode Toothless back to Berk.<p>

How could he explain this to her? How could he make this sound anything but appalling?

_"Honey, I'm just doing it for Berk…"_

Except he wasn't only doing it for Berk and alone in bed with Dagur, he hadn't planned to pretend he was. And he had already almost slept with Dagur without the intent of creating a child. He'd cheated on Astrid and somehow, idiotically, this hadn't occurred to him until now.

He hadn't thought of her at all. She had been completely driven from his mind. How was that possible? He was going to marry her- didn't he love her?

_Have I ever asked myself that question before?_ he realized with a jolt.

This was too much for his mind to handle at the moment. He ought to go straight to Astrid, attempt to head off any news before it reached the cove, but he had no idea what to say. Instead, he landed at his house and prayed that Stoick wasn't in. He needed to talk to his father as well, but he wasn't ready for that confrontation, either.

A quick glance through the house showed that Stoick was out. Maybe he was at another talk session, but would they be hosting those without Hiccup? Was someone worried about where he had been? He shouldn't have just run off- he shouldn't have just done a lot of things, he realized. He had been focusing so narrowly on the problem of Dagur that he'd forgotten about everyone else- except himself. When had he become so selfish? He felt uncomfortable with his own actions; they didn't reflect the person he thought he was.

"What do I do now?" he asked.

Well, he was hungry. That was a simple, solid problem he could work on to start. He went to the pantry and found a loaf of bread- fresh, judging by the hunk he tore off. Gobber must have dropped by. Chewing, he tried to think of what to tell Astrid, but nothing came to him.

What he should have done was told her about the kinship exchange _before_ he offered it to Dagur. She knew he had to sleep with a man or an in-between whose worlds were the inverse of his to conceive a child and she had always been fine with that. But he suspected she would not be fine with this- and that if he had gone to her beforehand, she would have told him not to do it.

_And I would have gone ahead with it anyway_, he thought, drooping his head.

He needed to tell her the truth. He needed to tell her everything, no matter how painful or personally shameful it was, and then let her decide what she wanted from him. It was the only way he could give her something fair, something that came anywhere close to what she deserved.

A knock came from the front of the house. Cautiously, Hiccup cracked the door open. Outside were Snotlout, Fishlegs, Ruffnut, and Tuffnut- the all usual suspects except Astrid. If Fishlegs was here, she must still be at the cove. Hiccup exhaled in relief. Good, he had a little more time to think.

"Hi," he said and noticed that all four of them were staring at him. "I can guess what this is about. Come on in. Let's get it over with."

He swung the door open wide, allowing them to enter. They arranged themselves in a semi-circle around Hiccup and for a few seconds did nothing but look at him silently. Then Fishlegs said, "We wanted to see how you're doing."

"I'm fine. I'm _great_. Why wouldn't I be? It's not the first time I've flipped my life on its head," he said. "We are talking about what happened in the great hall yesterday, right? I assume you all know?"

The four exchanged nervous glances between each other.

"Umm… can we talk about it?" Ruffnut asked.

"Might as well," he said in resignation.

"So we can?"

"Yeah."

"We can what?" she asked, now insistent.

"Huh?"

Fishlegs cleared his throat and clarified, "Are we _allowed_?"

Hiccup almost slapped his forehead. Of course, that was what Ruffnut was driving towards. No matter what they knew, they couldn't say anything until he officially sanctioned it.

Sighing, he said, "I give you permission to talk about my first world."

"Dude!" Snotlout exclaimed, flinging out his arms. "I had no idea!"

"And yet you were the one to always comment on my lack of masculinity."

"Aw… now… that was just teasing. You're manly! You're the manliest-"

"You're not going to be able to make up for lost time, Snotlout," Hiccup said and then turned to the others. "Did any of you… guess?"

Tuffnut shook his head, but Fishlegs admitted, "I suspected."

"I knew!" Ruffnut declared, waving her hands.

Hiccup was startled. The twins were somewhere just below Bucket on the list people he had expected to never figure it out for themselves. "You did? How?"

"Barf can tell when someone's on their cycle."

Hiccup covered his face with his hand and tried not to turn red. "I did not know that about Zipplebacks. This happened three years ago, didn't it? The-"

"The moonsbane shortage, yep!" she confirmed. "It was nice to see Astrid on a rampage again. Oh, hey, now that I think about it, Gothi controls the supply and she must know about you because she would've been the one to declare you. You're the last person she'd have cut off, so you must have volunteered." She smiled and nudged his arm. "Thanks for suffering with us, Hiccup."

"Don't mention it. Seriously, don't mention it again. Ever." He forgot that Ruffnut- and on rare occasion Tuffnut- could be smarter than he credited her.

"What's moonsbane?" Snotlout asked.

Tuffnut squinted in disbelief. "Seriously? Even I know that."

"How do you not know what that is?" asked Fishlegs.

"How do you not know what that is _and_ not have twenty kids running around?"

"Because Snotlout doesn't actually sleep around the archipelago, he only talks like he does," said Hiccup.

Snotlout huffed and attempted to stammer a protest while the other four of them laughed.

Although the subject matter was awkward, this felt good, Hiccup had to admit. The five of them were talking and joking the same way they always had in the past. Heartened, he smiled.

"So we're good? This doesn't change anything, right?"

The others shook their heads.

"Nah…"

"No, not at all-"

"You're still you," Ruffnut said. "But now we know-"

"-you can do things!" Tuffnut finished.

"Uh…" Hesitant, Hiccup asked, "What things?"

"Things we can't. Like- oh, oh!" he leaned forward and whispered, too loudly to actually be quiet, "Can you bless Macy? Between you and me, she's been feeling a bit down lately."

"What?" Hiccup took a step back. "You want me to bless your mace?"

"Ooo, ooo!" Snotlout called. "If you're blessing things, how about my helmet-"

"No!" he cried, feeling a spike of panic. "I can't bless your weapon or your yak or your chicken or your house! I can't throw runes, I don't know who you should marry, I can't ask Loki to help you pick out a horse!"

He took a breath, trying to calm himself, and saw that others were simply looking onward in confusion. He made another attempt.

"I know what we've all be taught, but I don't have any special powers. I've never felt them. Maybe there's an in-between somewhere that does, but it's not me."

"Or," Tuffnut said brightly, "maybe you haven't come into your powers yet!"

Hiccup's heart sank. They weren't getting it. For a moment, he'd felt such hope that nothing had changed between him and his friends- now this. Now he had become exactly what he'd feared he would in their eyes: they would see magic he knew didn't exist, not a man.

Dispirited, he turned away from them and stepped to the side, crossing his arms. He wanted to tell them to leave, but he didn't want to seem like he was kicking them out. They might be afraid he was angry at them- they might become afraid of _him_- and not come back. After what he'd revealed in the great hall, he wasn't likely to make friends again. Knowledge of his worlds would precede him; he would be first seen by others for what they thought he was, not who.

_I have to say something to them_, he thought. But what? That he didn't believe? He was the only person who could say that without it being considered blasphemous and he could guess the response- amused laughs and headshakes that he couldn't perceive his own power. After all, his best friend was a Night Fury. What better argument was there for the idea that magic followed him with every step?

Abruptly, the issue became moot. The front door burst open and in thundered Astrid. Her eyes were blazing.

"Hiccup, I'm going to rip off your balls!" she screeched.

"How?" Snotlout asked, turning towards her. "He doesn't have-"

Astrid shut him up by punching him in the face.

"Astrid…" Terrified, Hiccup almost took a step back, but then he forced himself to remain in place. Whatever her wrath, whatever she wanted to scream at him or do to him, he deserved it. "Astrid, I am so sorry! Tell me how I can fix this."

"How could you!" she cried, walking towards him. "How could you make a choice like this and not even tell me?"

"I- I was thinking of Berk…" He stopped and bowed his head. No, he didn't want to make excuses for himself and more importantly he did not want to lie. "I should have told you. You should have heard it from me, before anyone else… I know Dagur's not the father we've talked about-"

"This is nothing like what we've talked about!" she shouted. "What happened to the plan, Hiccup? What happened to you and me going on a little vacation so that when we come back, nobody questions that I'm Mom and you're Dad? What happened to that!"

"Well, I might be talking that little vacation by myself on Berserker Island, but when I come back-"

"You still think that's going to work?" she asked in disbelief. "When it's so important that everyone knows your children were made with Dagur, why would anyone treat me like I'm their mother? Hiccup, I never cared that your children wouldn't be my blood, I cared that they would mine!"

He looked up and saw that she was crying. His heart ached. This was his fault; he felt awful, but it wasn't enough.

"Did you think I would just be okay with this?" she demanded. "That I'd go along with whatever you wanted?"

"No."

"Then what did you think?"

"I didn't."

Astrid gave him a strange, uneasy look. "What… what do you mean?"

Miserably, Hiccup forced himself to tell her the sharp truth. "I didn't think. With everything that was happening, I… forgot."

Her mouth opened slowly and her eyes widened. Whatever she had expected him to say, it had not been this. "You forgot what?" Her voice, for the first time he'd ever heard it, was squeaky. "Forgot about me?"

"Yes."

"How… how…" She started to shake, her tears flowing more fiercely. "Was I just _convenient_ for you? Was I just a cog you needed for your plan and then you thought of something better?"

"No!" he insisted, alarmed by her words. That wasn't how he saw her! Of course, it wasn't! "Astrid, you're my best friend after Toothless-"

"How far back is 'after Toothless'?" she demanded. "How far is it behind the rivet in your leg? Hiccup, do you love me?"

He froze.

"Oh, you are so full of shit!" she cried and punched at his face.

Hiccup, without even thinking, ducked and immediately regretted it. He should let her hit him. He deserved it- she didn't even know how badly he deserved it, how thoroughly he'd betrayed her.

When her fist met only air, she gave a cry of aggravation. Then she declared, "I can't marry you! I can't even look at you!"

She sobbed as she ran out of the house.
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**Chapter Fifteen**

After the others left, Hiccup went upstairs and curled on top of his bed. He felt sick over Astrid. How could he have treated her this way? It wasn't a lie he'd told her. Toothless was his closest companion, but right after the Night Fury came her. He confided in her everything, regularly sought her for an ear and a second opinion- and that had changed the day Dagur had jumped off his boat and landed on the dock of Berk.

Dagur ruined everything, but Hiccup couldn't blame this on the other man. He had chosen his own response to his urges. When he prided himself on his rationality and resolve, it was unnerving to realize that he was very bad with temptation. He hadn't been able to deny his curiosity with Toothless, and that had retroactively felt like instinct since it had led to such a happy conclusion. With Dagur he had resisted at first, then crafted for himself an excuse to succumb completely. An appealing element of the kinship exchange was that it justified embracing his lust. He had to sleep with Dagur for the good of Berk, so why not enjoy what was now his duty?

He'd treated Astrid exactly as she had accused: discarded and forgotten along with a plan that was now outdated. And it had been remarkably easy for him. What did that say about him? Something ugly and he couldn't help squirming away from the suggestion, uncomfortable and ashamed by it. He had thought he was a better person than this- someone who cared about others, who didn't make choices that were so obviously selfish.

Astrid was strong; Hiccup couldn't imagine a force terrible enough to break her. No matter how horrible he might act, any wound he inflicted would only stagger her for a time. But once she recovered, she might want nothing to do with him and he could think of no reason why she should forgive him.

Whimpering, Toothless shuffled around the bed and prodded Hiccup. Hiccup reached out to pet him, but only so the Night Fury wouldn't become anxious. He had no desire to be consoled. Eventually, he heard the front door open and heavy footsteps that identified Stoick. Another confrontation awaiting Hiccup and, in his current mood, he wasn't ready to handle it. Fortunately- sadly- Stoick seem unconcerned if Hiccup was home or not. His father didn't call out or poke his head up the stairs. Either it hadn't occurred to Stoick that Hiccup may have returned or he didn't want to see his son.

It was too long until sunset for Hiccup to consider sleep and he wasn't tired, only emotionally drained. He and Toothless glided out the window and walked to Gobber's workshop. The older Viking was in.

"Hello, it's the man of the hour," Gobber piped amicably, but Hiccup saw a glimmer of concern in his eyes. "You weren't with Dagur, were you?"

"What? No!" Hiccup replied more forcefully than necessary. "Why?"

"Oh, he disappeared last night, too. Probably went to howl at the moon. Where were you?"

"Out flying with Toothless. I haven't seen Dagur since yesterday," he said. A thought occurred to him and he groaned. "Oh, no. Does everything think he and I were-"

Shaking his head, Gobber answered, "I doubt anyone else noticed. They were all too busy getting drunk."

"What?"

"You missed quite a party. Everyone was celebrating- and now everyone's recovering. I wouldn't go near the middens if I was you."

"Really?" Hiccup asked. "That seems a little premature. I know everyone's happy, but we don't have a treaty yet."

"A kinship exchange with an in-between as one of the volunteers? We're guaranteed to be getting a treaty out of that- as long as you go through with it. What's going on between you and-"

"Nothing. I'm going to lie back and think of Berk," Hiccup retorted flatly. He didn't want to talk about Dagur right now.

"Alright," Gobber said, not without a hint of skepticism. "I'll tell you though, when I was your age, he's the type that would have turned my head."

"You mean tall, ruddy, and psychotic?"

"You don't know this, but your father, he used to be… ach! You don't want to hear about that."

Hiccup decided to trust Gobber's judgment on that. He dropped down into one of the chairs. "Great. So everyone's happy the _mystic_ man is going to have a baby."

"You sound like you didn't expect that."

"I didn't! I…" He sighed and confessed, "I was only thinking about the fact that Dagur and I have the right parts to make something. I forgot about the whole god-touched specialness thing."

The older Viking shook his head. "I blame myself and Stoick for this. You were so certain in what you wanted from your worlds and so strict with yourself about it, we overlooked this part of your education. You should speak with Gothi. There are some rituals that you-"

"No. I'm not interested and I never will be."

"Alright. It's still your prerogative. But people will ask."

"People will be disappointed."

"Fair enough," Gobber temporized. "Have you spoken with your dad yet?"

"Not since yesterday. Actually," Hiccup said, "I came here hoping you could give me a read on him."

"Afraid I haven't much to tell you. I've gone to check on him a few times. He's either not been home or told me not to be concerned. You know what that means."

"He's brooding." Not a good sign, but not anything different than Hiccup had expected. "I'll talk to him. I'll try to get through to him, make him understand why I'm doing this."

"I don't want to be pessimistic, but given the nature of the matter, time might be the only thing that will get through to Stoick," Gobber warned him. "Try to understand what he's feeling and not judge him harshly for it."

"Yeah, okay," he agreed. "I'll try."

* * *

><p>Hiccup would try, but not tonight. He took a long flight with Toothless to clear his mind and allow himself to mellow, then looped back to Berk. Again through the window, he entered his room and went to sleep.<p>

He went down to breakfast the next morning. Stoick was at the table and raised an eyebrow, but motioned with his hand for Hiccup to sit. That was an encouraging sign, Hiccup thought, but his hope faded quickly when more than a minute passed with Stoick saying nothing. They ate in silence, except for the noise of Toothless slurping down his fish.

_So, is it up to me to go first then?_ he thought.

Just as he began to open his mouth, Stoick insisted, "Hiccup, we need to talk."

His breath morphed into an unexpected sigh of relief. "Oh, good! Dad, I am sorry about how I sprung this on you, but-"

"You changed the rules on me, Hiccup."

He stopped. Rules? What was Stoick talking about?

Stoick's look was disheartened. "I have always respected how you wanted to conduct yourself in this matter. You said you wanted nothing to do with the power that comes from the path between. Alright, you wanted to prove yourself as a Viking same as any other man would and I was proud of that. But then, two days ago in the great hall, you went and dragged the gods into this-"

"Whoa!" Hiccup exclaimed. Was this the only thing anyone would to talk to him about now? "That's not what I did! I brought my first world into it, yes, but that's because I knew I could use it to manipulate Dagur. He didn't say yes because of the gods, he said it because of me. It's everyone else-"

"If it wasn't what you meant, then that means you didn't think this through! It seems to me you aren't thinking at all!" Stoick declared. "Do you understand what you've agreed to do?"

"Yes, Dad, I know how sex works," he retorted, unable to help himself. He knew it was a poor choice of response, but Stoick's fierceness pushed him to retreat to sarcasm.

"Don't joke. Not about this."

"Can we talk about the real problem?" he asked. "I went behind your back. I made a choice that fell under your authority without asking you. I'm sorry. But you never would have agreed to it- you couldn't. Now, you don't have to make that decision. You don't have to make a sacrifice for Berk by asking me, because I made this choice myself."

"Do you understand the nature of that sacrifice? I don't just mean what Dagur will do to you and what you'll be going through- one of those babies, it'll be Dagur's heir. You'll have to give that child up to him!"

Hiccup kept his face still, trying not to betray himself. Yes, he was aware of this aspect of the kinship exchange and it was the most painful one. He had been trying not to think of it. He needed to do this, so why make his duty more difficult by mourning the loss of a child that didn't exist yet?

"Dagur has to do the same with my heir. He has to give that child up to me. It's a mutual sacrifice."

"Dragon dung, Hiccup! It'll be no sacrifice for him, he won't care-"

"I don't care if he doesn't care!" Hiccup cried. "I don't care what he thinks, I don't care what you think, I only care that there isn't going to be a war! I get why it seems to you like this is the worst thing, but it's _not_, Dad! The armada at our docks, dragons getting shot out of the sky, Berk in ruins- that's the worst thing!"

Stoick closed his eyes. His face screwed up in pain. Then gently, he said, "Alright, I can see where you're coming from. Do you realize there's a way out?"

"I… out of what?" he asked in confusion.

"Withdraw the offer of a kinship exchange. What you meant to accomplish will still happen. Now that the Berserkers know what you are, they won't cross us for fear of offending Odin. We will have peace."

Stoick was trying, but his idea wouldn't work. Hiccup saw right away it would be only a temporary solution and said, "So we'll have peace as long as I'm alive- what about after that? The Berserkers will have no reason not to attack and it won't matter if Dagur's still around or not. They already resent us for having dragons- having dragons and me makes it worse. But through the exchange, they'll look at it like we're sharing our fortune with them. And our islands will have sibling chiefs- we'll be family! That could create a peace that will last for generations."

His father gave a heavy sigh and shook his head. "You've built this up in your mind, but it's not certain, Hiccup. I don't want you to find that out the hard way- when you're alone in the dark with Dagur and nothing else."

That line was sharp and it well summed up Stoick's real fear. Hiccup should have remembered Gobber's warning and how Stoick had never dealt well with this matter in the past. Stoick was scared of what Hiccup would endure at Dagur's hands.

Stoick had no idea that Hiccup had already _been_ at Dagur's hands and felt sorry he hadn't been able to let the Berserker go further at the time.

"Dad, you're going to have to trust me on this, but I know Dagur won't do any of the awful things you're thinking. I know he'll… this is not a sentence I can finish decently. Please don't worry. You don't have to."

Stoick looked at Hiccup, his gaze scrutinizing- then suspicious. "Is there something you're not telling me, son?"

"Huh?" There were a lot of things Hiccup hadn't told Stoick- some he hadn't found an opportunity yet, others were none of his father's business.

"Is there something between you and Dagur?"

"Wha- what?" Hiccup questioned. To his own ears, his voice sounded a little too flustered.

"He proposes a hearth marriage, you counter with this… this abomination! And now you're so sure of his behavior in private…"

"Dad…" Hiccup started and tried to think of a careful response. In attempting to reassure Stoick, he had said too much- he didn't want to say even more by babbling nervously. "Okay, you're right, I'm only guessing. He was respectful when I told him I'm in-between, so…"

"You said he accepted the exchange for you. Not the gods. Hiccup…" Stoick's look became hard. "Have you been messing around with him?"

"Uh…" Oh no, how could his tongue freeze now? "No! Of course not-"

Stoick gaped and looked at him in shock a second before bellowing, "Ye gods, Hiccup, are you out of your mind!"

He wanted to still deny it, but his stupid mouth- this time through lack of speech- had given him away. Saying "no" again, when Stoick was so sure of the truth, would only make his father angrier and the situation worse.

"Whatever you're thinking, dial it down ten… okay, two degrees. He kissed me. I punched him in the face. Then later I kissed him and… some stuff, but the armor never came off! You saw his reaction in the hall. He had no idea-"

"Hiccup," Stoick asked seriously, "are you pregnant?"

For a moment, Hiccup was so stunned by the question that he didn't breathe. Then his voice came back to him in a rage.

"Oh my gods, I cannot believe you just asked me that!"

Stoick flinched, as if he realized himself he'd crossed a line. "Hiccup, I-"

"How did you _not_ hear 'the armor never came off'? You know what, never mind that, do you really think that if I got myself in a bad situation, I'd jeopardize Berk to fix my own problem?"

"Hiccup, I'm sorry. I had to ask-"

"No. No, you _didn't_," Hiccup retorted. "You don't have to ask any of this! Why are you trying to find a terrible reason to explain what I'm doing? What's wrong with the real one, that I'm trying to prevent a war and save Berk?"

"Because you're destroying yourself!" Stoick cried. "You're making a mistake, Hiccup, and it could ruin your whole life- and I can't save you. What you are has brought the gods into this. I can't withdraw the exchange or the Berserkers will have grounds for a holy war. You have to do it yourself. Hiccup, I can't save you this time!"

In that honest and heart-felt declaration might have been an opening for sympathy, to make another attempt at reason- but Hiccup was now too angry to take it.

"I don't need you to save me. I never needed you to save me! I didn't need you when I was a little kid and you tried keeping me in the house because you thought I'd hurt myself! I thought you believed in me now. I thought…" He clenched his jaw and stood up. "All my worst decisions were made looking for your approval. If I had always listened to you, I wouldn't have Toothless. So what does that tell you about this?"

He left the table and, with Toothless following, walked out of the house.
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**Chapter Sixteen**

"Ta-da, we're off to a great start this morning! What's the next relationship I can wreck?" Hiccup asked.

Toothless butted his leg affectionately and warbled. The dragon was unusually melancholy, feeding off Hiccup's own sour mood. An hour had passed since his outburst at Stoick and he had calmed somewhat, but was still angry and now worried. Stoick couldn't stop the kinship exchange, but he could stymie the peace talks and stall the drafting of the treaty. Hiccup didn't want to step on Stoick's authority any more than he already had, but if Stoick was too stubborn- and Stoick was always stubborn- he would have to push again.

If absolutely necessary, he could work around his father. He was certain that Dagur, the most volatile party in this, didn't need the parchment to guarantee his behavior; Dagur needed the baby. That Hiccup could make happen at any time, but he'd rather do it with Stoick's signature claiming approval. Unlike with Astrid, Hiccup hadn't actually destroyed his relationship with his father, but he had strained it severely- and the further out of line he had to step, the harder it would be to patch things later.

_I wanted us to be reasonable about this. I wanted you to understand that I'm putting Berk first- that's what you've always told me to do! _

He had honestly thought Stoick would be proud of his motives, albeit not the method. When had Stoick stopped thinking like a chief and started being a panic-stricken, over-protective father full time?

He and Toothless walked around the village, Hiccup wanting to reorient himself and learn any news he'd missed. There wasn't much, only gossip about who had beat whom in a fight or had been seen sneaking off into the shadows together at the big party that had happened after Hiccup's announcement. People freely answered his questions, but now there was a cautious and careful hush to their voices and when they nodded at him, they dipped their heads a little too deeply, almost in a bow. Hiccup tried not to twitch. He asked if there was word when the peace talks would resume- Stoick would have the answer, but Stoick was the last source Hiccup wanted to check- yet no one knew, not even Gobber.

Hiccup went to the academy, where the twins and Snotlout were beating on each other. Fishlegs was there. He mentioned to Hiccup that he had gone to the cove to switch posts with Astrid, but she had insisted she wanted to stay.

"I hate to drive her out of there, but I plan to bring our dragons back soon," Hiccup said.

"Is that a good idea with all the Berserkers still around?" asked Fishlegs.

"Under other circumstances, maybe not. But if I tell the Berserkers not to touch them, they won't." It would be invoking the very authority Hiccup didn't want to claim, but doing so didn't feel quite as troubling if it was for the sake of their dragons.

He had nothing to do with the rest of the day but waste time. Later he would take Toothless flying; now, he tried picking a fight with Snotlout. For once, Snotlout was reluctant to take the bait and lift up a sparring mace.

"Oh, come on!" Hiccup complained. "You don't think I'm-"

Man enough to take it- was he really going to resort to that line? He knew why Snotlout was acting reluctant and it wasn't the "man" part, it was that Snotlout was a superstitious twit.

"You know what? Never mind," he snapped and flung his mace aside.

"I'll fight you!" Ruffnut chimed.

She came running at him with an ax, alternating between warbling a war cry and laughing. Hiccup saw that he'd tossed the mace too far away to snatch it back in time; he grabbed a shield and spun behind it before Ruffnut could take off his arm. That was enough encouragement to get Tuffnut going, except that he ran for Belch instead of a weapon. Hiccup whistled for Toothless.

* * *

><p>The stars were out when Hiccup returned home. He opened the door to find Stoick sitting and staring at the fire. His father shifted slightly, but did not acknowledge his entrance. Hiccup could think of nothing to say that might lessen the sting of their earlier argument. He had no intention of apologizing. He'd spoken harshly, but everything he had said was true. It was Stoick who had made terrible, insulting accusations of him.<p>

At the base of the stairs Hiccup stopped and, without turning around, asked, "When are talks resuming?"

"Didn't you know?" Stoick said flatly. "That depends on you."

"No, I did not know and what do you mean?"

"You're the authority in this now. The Berserkers will agree to nothing without knowing it has your approval. I might as well not show up."

Hiccup suddenly had some sympathy for Stoick; his father was right that he hadn't considered all the consequences of revealing himself. He had thought he was briefly stepping over his father's authority, not usurping it, but he had inadvertently turned this treaty into a mandate of the gods. Of course, they'd turn to Hiccup over Stoick.

"I'll make this right," Hiccup said. "Let's get everyone together tomorrow and I'll tell them that you represent my wishes and are negotiating for me. That will give you back control."

"It hardly does," Stoick said.

"Well, it's the best I can do," he replied quickly, beginning to feel frustrated.

"You didn't think this through. You better start thinking now. There are a few statements you need to retract," Stoick said, still talking to the fire. Which was fine, because Hiccup was still talking at the stairs. "No dragons. Tell them they aren't ready. Our riders will deal with their dragon problems if we have to, but they don't get an academy. You're giving Dagur too much already."

Hiccup screwed up his face, knowing his next statement was going to make things ugly. "No, Dad, I won't. You might as well use dragons to get some concessions out of Dagur, because I will be training the Berserkers."

After a moment of silence, Stoick said, "How did I raise such a fool?"

Hiccup wanted to turn around and shout at him. Instead, burning with renewed anger, he marched up to his room.

* * *

><p>It had been three days since Hiccup had seen Dagur. Encountering him again in the great hall, the other man's physical intensity hit him like a crashing wave. Flushed, he took his seat next to Stoick and then cautiously peered at Dagur.<p>

Dagur noticed Hiccup's gaze and puckered his lips, making a small smacking sound. Then he gave a maniacal grin.

"Oooh," Hiccup warbled, feeling a frizzling sensation in his stomach.

"Hiccup!" Stoick suddenly bellowed, his face reddening. "Don't you have something to say?"

Everyone else in the room laughed and Hiccup cringed. They had seen that bit of flirting? This wasn't going to help convince Stoick that Hiccup's mind or motives were in the right place.

Hiccup stood and cleared his throat. "Right. As was noted… wow, how long since you arrived here? As was noted before, we relocated our dragons out of concern for… er…" Dagur! Stupid, tantalizing, distracting Dagur! Hiccup had had a speech prepared and it had completely fled his mind. He cleared his throat again. "But we don't have to worry about that anymore, because it's clear to all of us now that we will be allies. And anyone who messes with a dragon would have to answer to me."

He spoke casually, as he were certain such a thing would never happen, but he still cast a warning gaze over the Berserkers' half of the room. He took care not to let his eyes fall on their chief. Dagur would only make another suggestive gesture or sound to disorient Hiccup again.

Trying not to wince at how warbling his voice sounded, he continued, "The dragons will be returning to the village today and I will be resuming my usual duties with them. This means I must withdraw from these talks, but I feel my presence here has served its purpose and I fully trust my father, Stoick the Vast, to represent the best interests of all of us, myself included." He clapped his hands together. "And that's it! So… have fun."

He'd never been good with speeches. He walked out of the hall quickly before he did something else to embarrass himself.

* * *

><p>"How do I get everyone to go back to treating me the way they did before?" Hiccup had asked Gobber.<p>

He had just held a class at the academy and endured the students gaping at him, as if he handed down arcane wisdom that had been zapped into his head. They hadn't engaged with him as usual- they hadn't asked questions, they hadn't offered comments, they hadn't even fidgeted. They'd stared as if watching him was the most important event of their lives and Hiccup had wanted to scream.

Gobber had replied, "Give them some time to wrap their heads around what's happened and for all the excitement to calm down. Once they're past that, they'll remember you were once that goofy kid always knocking stuff over with his crazy contraptions. But if you want to help, act like you always did. Be normal, whatever that means for you."

It seemed like good advice and Hiccup decided to follow it by busying himself with the typical chores that always cropped up around the island. Today, it was re-shingling roofs. According to Fishlegs, the younger dragons in the cove had been well-behaved, but they had had to endure with minimal flight time and were overenthusiastic in descending again upon Berk. The villagers were used to dragons scuffling things and took the damage in stride, shrugging their shoulders as they organized repair teams. Nobody had asked Hiccup to help- they would have in the past and that irked him- but they hadn't turned him down when he showed up to volunteer.

He was now on a rooftop, pounding nails into tiles. Snotlout was on the opposite slant, doing the same. Knowing the other man too well, Hiccup had insisted they each take their own ladder rather than share one.

"You know you don't have to be up here," Snotlout said.

"What do you mean?" Hiccup asked.

"I mean you don't have to waste your time with this. I wouldn't be if I were you. Man, I don't know why you kept it such a big secret. I wouldn't have. I'd have told everybody! And then I wouldn't be stuck having to do boring stuff like this."

"You never fail to not surprise me," Hiccup said. Of course if Snotlout had privileged status he would milk it for every favor and last second of laziness he could. "It's not a waste of time. It's an important, _normal_ task and I'm just a normal guy lending a hand."

Snotlout gave a snort. "You have never been normal."

"Why, thank you," he said and for once appreciated the comment. Snotlout wouldn't have insulted him unless he was thinking of Hiccup as simply another person. "We can't all live up to your standard: Snotlout Jorgenson, the more normal, ordinary Viking there is."

"Well, yes, I know I'm… Hey, wait a minute!"

Hiccup laughed softly to himself.

After a few more hammer pounds, Snotlout began, "So, you and Dagur…"

"I've got nothing to say." At least, not out loud.

"Yeah, right. He's quite a man, isn't he? Eh, eh?"

"I wouldn't know," Hiccup replied and technically he didn't. Yet. Why did Snotlout have to bring this up? It was hot enough on the rooftop already.

"Oh, that sounds like trouble in Valhalla," Snotlout said suggestively.

"What are you talking about? In plain Norse, please."

Snotlout raised his hand. "Fine, far be it from me to pry. But if this thing with you and Dagur doesn't work out, I'm always available for-"

"What?" Hiccup said incredulously and wasn't sure whether to laugh or gag. "You're not seriously-"

"What do you mean if this thing with Hiccup and me doesn't work out?" asked a new, ireful voice.

Snotlout squeaked and Hiccup turned around to see Dagur- or rather Dagur's head, helmeted with its intimidating horns- poking up over the edge of the roof. He was standing on Hiccup's ladder and currently his face was a sneer.

"For once, you have impeccable timing," Hiccup said and grinned. He wasn't going to pass up this opportunity. "Go ahead, Snotlout. Finish your sentence."

"I… uh… I'm always available for a listening ear! Because I'm your friend!" Snotlout declared nervously and then looked at Dagur, bobbing his head. "That's right. I am Hiccup's friend."

Dagur's upper lip curled back. "Hiccup's friend or his _friend_?"

"Oh, really?" Hiccup retorted. "I'd rather throw up."

"Hey!" Snotlout whined.

"Hey, what? You should have seen that coming."

And Hiccup should have predicted that Snotlout would hit on him now, despite never having shown any such interest in the past. The other man was concerned with prestige and bedding with an in-between certainly brought that. Plus he probably thought some magic could rub off of Hiccup and onto him. It would be troubling if it wasn't Snotlout; instead, it was irritating and dumb.

Narrowing his eyes, Dagur rumbled, "Go away."

"Aw, hey, we're cool, right?" Snotlout asked. "We're just three guys, hanging out-"

"Snotlout, go away," said Hiccup.

"Okay, I can see you two need your private man-time."

Snotlout retreated to his ladder and disappeared. Hiccup wasn't satisfied with him being only out of sight; it would be just like Snotlout to eavesdrop on them. He crawled towards the peak of the roof to peer over the side and saw the other man had reached the ground and was now walking away. He guessed that Dagur had scared him enough to truly give them privacy.

Now that Snotlout was gone, Hiccup wondered why Dagur had shown up and if being alone with him, even on a rooftop, was such a great idea. While they were in plain view of everyone- granted, "everyone" was currently three villagers and they didn't seem to be paying any attention to what was going on above them- Dagur might not care and might be crazy enough not to recognize pawing at Hiccup would create a falling hazard.

_Oh, boy_, Hiccup thought, steeling himself, and flipped around to press his back to the roof.

"Hi," he said. "What are you doing here? Shouldn't you be in the hall with my dad?"

"We took a recess," Dagur answered. "Catch."

He lifted his hand and tossed to Hiccup a cloth-wrapped bundle. Hiccup uncovered it and found inside a small loaf of bread.

"Thanks," Hiccup said and tore off a chunk. Berries had been baked inside. He tried a piece. "Mmm. This is good."

"You think so? I was worried it's a little burnt."

"No, the crust has a nice flavor. What are you doing here?"

"I came to see you," Dagur said, and smiled. For once, he did so with his mouth closed rather than show his teeth. It was disarmingly cute.

"Thanks. I like seeing you. Er… definitely like the seeing of you," Hiccup blurted and scratched the back of his head. What an inane comment. Completely true, but pathetic.

Dagur tossed his head as if preening. Then he said, "So, Hiccup, you never answered my question the other day."

"Question, what question?"

Was he babbling? He was, wasn't he? He only seemed able to keep his head clear if he felt angry around Dagur. The rest of the time, he lost himself staring at Dagur's arms or his chest or, right now, his bright green eyes.

Dagur smiled sweetly again and asked, "How many children do you want?"

"What?" Hiccup blinked. "We need two for the exchange."

"I know that, but why stop there? You know, I am a chief," he said, raising his eyebrows. "I can support dozens if that's what you want."

Dozens? Did he say _dozens_? A dozen, singular, was already a stupefying and terror-inducing number, but dozens _plural_? Hiccup felt a spike of panic in a part of his body he usually tried to forget existed.

"I don't think that figure is realistic," he warbled.

"No, of course not, that would be crazy," Dagur replied, as if Hiccup were the one acting strange. "My point is that however many you want, I'm up for it. Ha, we can give them each their own fleet within the armada!"

"How many fleets make up an armada?" Hiccup asked warily.

"As many as we want!" he replied happily.

_Wait, isn't an armada the same as a fleet…? _"I don't think we need a whole armada of children. How many do you want?"

Why had he asked that? He didn't care how many kids Dagur wanted. They were going to have two and Dagur could like it or not- they were a mating pair in a kinship exchange, not husbands-to-be!

"Well, as chief, I have always recognized it is my duty to provide for the future. In the past, I presumed I would have _a_ child and then let you father the rest of our many offspring with… whoever, some woman, women, I didn't care." Dagur waved his hand dismissively. "But now that I know that _I_ can make Hiccup-babies…" He grinned wickedly and narrowed his eyes. The look he gave Hiccup was steaming. "Creating descendents has acquired vastly more appeal."

Hiccup had no idea whether he should lean back and sigh at the passion suddenly radiating from Dagur or if he ought to be completely creeped out and jump off the roof.

"Really? That's funny, because I always knew I could make Hiccup-babies…" _That is the stupidest thing I've ever said. _He needed to end this conversation now. "Two, Dagur. Two is a good number."

"Whatever you want, my delicious little Hiccup," he said and licked the inside of his upper lip. "Oh, before I forget…"

He pushed himself higher up the ladder and then leaned over to kiss the toe of Hiccup's boot. What was that about, Hiccup wondered? Trust Dagur to find a new way to be weird.

"Bye now. Enjoy the bread."

He popped back down the ladder, out of sight.

Hiccup stared at the vacancy left in the air by Dagur's head. Then, he pounded his fists against his forehead. No, no, this was not what he wanted! He didn't want cutesy little conversations in which he and Dagur acted like love-stricken idiots. He wanted wild, ferocious, wreck-the-bed sex that got him pregnant so that he could stop a war before one started!

Dagur had just acted like Hiccup had agreed to a hearth marriage, not proposed to have his children and then part ways. This misunderstanding came from Dagur's lunacy more than anything else, although Hiccup supposed his own sputtering and stammering and all but swooning in Dagur's presence might be playing a part. He really needed to sleep with the man already and get this out of his system- but he needed to make sure that when he did, Dagur understood what they were doing was sex and nothing else.
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**Chapter Seventeen**

"So… how are the talks going?" Hiccup asked casually, turning his spoon in his bowl. Perhaps his porridge would be more palatable if he didn't have to endure yet another silent breakfast with Stoick.

"Oh, fine," Stoick answered- and then said nothing else.

"Oh. That's good. So…" _I suppose you aren't going to give me any details, are you?_ He resisted the urge to sigh. "…that's fine."

Why was he bothering day after day to come down for breakfast? He could get his meals elsewhere, directly from Gobber if he wanted. He supposed he was hoping for a breakthrough. This was the only time he shared with his father now, but talking to Stoick had become the same it had been when Hiccup was little: trying to squeeze water from a brick.

Suddenly, Stoick asked, "What does Astrid think of what you're doing?"

Hiccup dropped his spoon, letting it clatter loudly against his bowl. So, it was going to be this again. Instead of quiet, Stoick was going to try sticking another needle in Hiccup to get him to change his mind.

"You'll be happy to know that Astrid shares your opinion," he said, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice. "The engagement is off. It was the right call on her part."

If Hiccup had such a problem with fidelity, with keeping his head cool and his hands off whenever the next stunner walked by, he probably shouldn't get married to anyone.

Stoick's exhale was almost a growl. "You and her were a good thing-"

"Do we need to have this talk? Seems a bit unnecessary at this point."

"Have you thought about your future? How this might make it difficult for you to take a wife-"

"Or a husband," Hiccup reminded him.

"I don't care which you take! But most won't want to get involved-"

"Then it's a good thing I don't need to get married," he said bitingly. "The children of a kinship exchange are automatically legitimate. And hey, fun fact, in-betweens get to declare themselves to be _both_ parents if they want, so if I have any other kids, got that covered too. I don't have to get married ever."

They stared at each other, each with the same hard look on their faces. Then, Hiccup made a decision. He broke eye contact and bowed his head.

"Dad, this isn't how I want things to be between us. I know you're worried about me. So can't we just-"

He was interrupted by a knock at the door. Stoick stood up to answer it and Hiccup followed. Standing on their stoop was Gobber.

"Stoick, Hiccup, have you seen what's out here?" Gobber asked and stepped aside.

Waiting just beyond their door was a yak. To be precise, a dead yak. It was whole and intact, expertly killed for the best usage of its meat.

"What is the meaning of this?" Stoick demanded, his face becoming stormy. "Is this a threat?"

"Hardly," Gobber said with a laugh. "It looks to me like a courtship gift."

"A _what_?" Hiccup demanded, knowing immediately who this was meant for- and who had left it.

Oh, Dagur. Dagur the Unbearably Attractive, but also Dagur the Obnoxiously Presumptuous. This was getting out of hand, Hiccup thought. Yesterday's conversation about babies on the rooftop had been bad enough, but this was a public display. It was hard to miss a dead yak on the chief's doorstep.

"There's a note here," Gobber said. He untied a piece of parchment attached to one of the horns and handed it to Hiccup.

Gobber was wrong. It wasn't a note. It was a picture, a careful and detailed drawing, of what appeared to be a Skrill and a Night Fury. Mating.

Hiccup covered his mouth with his hand as he felt his face become red. Oh, that was… something he could not unsee.

"That's a well-endowed dragon," Gobber commented, peering over at the image. "How's it going to fit that thing into the wee one?"

"It's not to scale. I hope," Hiccup replied, feeling a bit… overwhelmed. He crumpled up the picture, making a mental note to burn it with the first open flame or dragon he ran across. Without looking at Stoick- he could imagine his father's expression well enough- he said, "I will take care of this. I will make this stop."

Time to have a serious conversation with Dagur. Hiccup wondered how much screaming would be involved.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's trip to the Berserker encampment would have been much quicker riding on Toothless, but he wasn't ready to reacquaint the Night Fury with Dagur. He would have to do so eventually- at some point, he would be going to Berserker Island and he would not leave Toothless behind- but today his dragon's presence would be a distraction during an exchange already bound to agitate Dagur.<p>

This was Hiccup's first good look at the camp and at a glance there was nothing particularly remarkable about it. It was neat rows of tents with men and women walking about outside, cooking food or polishing weapons or just talking. Towards the back, closest to the ruins of Mildew's house, was a tent larger than the rest, with a Skrill painted on the side and a small pennant waving from its poles. Dagur's, he presumed, although the Berserker chief wasn't there; Hiccup saw him standing by one of the campfires.

"Hiccup!" Dagur called out jubilantly, seeing him approach. "My small warrior! You look handsome today." He waved his hand towards his people. "Shoo. Go in the woods and find a thing to kill. I want time alone with my Hiccup."

Dagur was in his element bossing around his soldiers and it gave him an additional glow, but Hiccup had some insulation from the other man's charms: right now, he was annoyed. That meant that while he most certainly noticed the well-sculpted bulge of Dagur's arm muscles and the intriguing, almost inviting curl of his lips, these things weren't turning Hiccup's brain into a puddle today. No, they were just making him angry. How dare Dagur look so very good, when everything else about him made him such a bad idea?

After the other Berserkers left, Dagur asked, "Did you get my present?"

"Yes, I got your dead animal," Hiccup replied. "And your picture. Your horrible, anatomically terrifying picture."

"Do you like them?" he asked eagerly, smiling. He might have looked cute under far better circumstances and without the maniac sparkle in his eyes.

"They're… something, yeah. The yak was very big and the picture was… unlike anything I'd ever thought I see. Uh…" Hiccup sighed. How to say he appreciated the intention when he loathed the intention? "You're trying to be nice and you're doing a… notable job. So, thank you, but no more presents, please. Especially not overly large ones that can be seen by the entire village."

"Are you certain?" Dagur asked. "It's no trouble for me. My little Hiccup deserves nice things."

Hiccup almost rolled his eyes. "I have nice things. I don't need more."

"Alright, but is there anything you _want_? Because nothing's too good for my precious-"

At last, Dagur's unnerving cutesy talk pushed Hiccup to the end of his tolerance.

"You know what?" he snapped. "I'm not '_your_' Hiccup. I'm not your delicious or little anything, I'm not your precious, I'm not your small warrior, I'm not your tiny Night Fury!"

Confused, Dagur asked, "When did I call you 'tiny Night Fury'? Though I like it! I should start."

"No, you shouldn't, and you drew it in that picture!"

The other man shrugged. "Alright, no pet names. Just Hiccup, if that's what pleases you."

"Yes, that's what-" Hiccup stopped and blinked. "Wait. You're not going to argue with me?"

"Why should I?"

"You shouldn't, I'm just used to you being dumbly aggressive. Why are you so calm?"

"Because…" Dagur crossed his arms and smiled pleasantly- or it would have been pleasant if it weren't also so smug. "…I've found my center, Hiccup."

"Your center?" This conversation was about to take a bizarre turn, wasn't it?

He nodded. "You. You're my center."

"Me?" Hiccup asked dubiously.

"Of course," Dagur replied. "Everything is wonderful, Hiccup, now that I know you love me."

"Oh, Thor…" Hiccup muttered under his breath and then wondered why. This was Loki's doing if any god was involved. "When did I allegedly say this?"

"Oh, Hiccup, you didn't say it. You did better than say it. You showed it!" His face, full of adoration and joy, made him look more unhinged than usual. "In the great hall, in front of everyone, you confessed your desires and it! Was glorious!" He raised his hands in the air and then lowered them in a wave, fluttering his fingers.

"What?" Hiccup asked, trying to wrap his mind around Dagur's words. "Are you talking about when I offered the kinship exchange?"

"Of course! When you revealed your first world and said that I could enter, that's when I knew! Oh, Hiccup!" Dagur dropped to knees and hugged Hiccup's legs. "I'm so honored."

Hiccup had known- because it was pathetically obvious- that Dagur was reading too much into the kinship exchange, but he still felt at a loss as to what exactly the other man thought. A strange anxiety began bubbling inside him.

"What are you saying? Why do you think I revealed the first world?"

"So we can be together and make babies," Dagur cooed happily. He had started rubbing his cheek on Hiccup's pant leg. "Now, I know you had to put it in terms of the treaty because of your dad. Stoick's a problem and you don't like the easy solution, but once our first few kids are born, he can't really object to us-"

"Wait, what?" Hiccup demanded harshly. "Where are you going with this?"

An odd comment Dagur had made during a previous, equally unwanted profession of love jarred loose in Hiccup's memory.

_"I knew I had to wait. I was hoping Stoick would drop…"_

"You think my dad is the reason I won't marry you," Hiccup realized. "And you think I revealed myself as in-between for you."

In a complete non-reply, Dagur crooned, "Come down here, handsome. We can snuggle and then I'll show you _my_ world."

The anxiety that had been building inside Hiccup suddenly morphed into white, hot rage.

"Let _go_ of me!" he growled.

Surprisingly, his shift in tone registered with Dagur. The other man released Hiccup's legs and, still on his knees, backed away. He looked up at Hiccup in confusion.

Hiccup's blood felt burning, but his mind was remarkably clear. He knew how he wanted to handle this. He knew what he wanted to say.

"Let me see if I've got this story correct. We're destined lovers, right? And seeing you again, that made me want to pump out a whole horde of little deranged babies. But oh no!" he exclaimed snidely. "How can I do that if everyone still thinks I'm only a single-world male? Time to ditch that pesky secret I've been holding onto for my entire life! That's what you think, right?"

"Er…" Dagur's face was still bewildered.

Hiccup smiled. It felt so nice to have their roles reversed, to have Dagur stunned by one of _his_ rants.

"Well, Dagur the Perceptive you are not. Think about it. Take a moment and really think about it." His voice was a caustic drawl. "I am the only child of Stoick the Vast. Therefore, I am the only one who can continue my family line. I have spent my entire life knowing someday I would carry a child and that everyone might discover I'm in-between just because of _that_!"

"Ah…"

Now mockingly chipper, he continued, "So here's how the story goes for me, Dagur. About a month ago, I decided it's someday. I am finally going to have that baby. And then you showed up on a boat, looking _amazing_. Dagur the Convenient! Dagur of the Excellent Timing! What a stud!" Hiccup gave a laugh and then said, "No, really. What a _stud_ you are. Sorry, but you're not my true love. You're not my soul mate. You're not the man with the only magic rod that can stir my _mystic_ cauldron." At that, he raised his hands and fluttered them down, mocking the gesture Dagur had made previously. "I need someone- anyone, really- to do the honors, and congratulations! You're the biggest yak in town! You win!"

Slowly, Dagur stood up. He looked at Hiccup, his jaw quivering and his eyes wide and wavering. He looked heart-broken- and Hiccup had no sympathy. It had been madness for Dagur to expect Hiccup to feel fondness, much less anything greater, for him; the man ought to consider himself lucky beyond reason that Hiccup was going to sleep with him, because he certainly did not deserve it.

Dagur opened his mouth and screamed. "Ahhhhhhhhhhh!"

"Ahhhh!" Hiccup screamed back. "Does that make you feel better? Ahhhh!"

"No, it doesn't!"

"Me, neither!"

Hiccup had said everything he had, his whole piece, and it wasn't enough- he was still furious. He brought his hands together, balling them into a club, and ran at Dagur. He smacked them into Dagur's shoulder like a blunt mace and the other man seemed not to notice, too busy howling his unwarranted anguish at the sun. Hiccup swung his arms towards the side of Dagur's stomach and the other man caught him in his hands.

"You-"

"You are the most frustrating person I've ever met!" Hiccup shouted. "Odin was drunk when he made you!"

"I frustrate _you_?" Dagur demanded, eyes wide in affront. "_Years_, Hiccup! For years, you've been in my dreams, in my head-"

"I never asked to be there!"

"I love you!"

"Well, I'm only infatuated with your anatomy- take it or leave it!"

"Take!" Dagur declared.

"Then have it!" Hiccup yelled and shoved Dagur onto the ground.

Hiccup was inflamed, incensed, and well past caring about dignity or common sense. He wanted and he felt like he was going to burst from it. As Dagur sat up, Hiccup dropped onto his lap. He wrapped his legs around Dagur's thigh, his knee sliding under Dagur's leather skirt. Reaching his arms around Dagur's neck, he gyrated his hips against the other man; that his motion rubbed his knee against Dagur's crotch was a side effect he didn't care about one way or another.

"Hic…Hiccup…"

"Shut up," Hiccup moaned. "Oh, just shut up."

He'd wanted to do this from the moment he'd seen Dagur jump off his boat. The other man's physical presence was overwhelming in a way that was also compelling and Hiccup wanted to rub himself all over him, wanted to _feel_ him.

"The pants are becoming inconvenient, Hiccup," Dagur whined.

"Learn to live with it." He didn't give a damn about Dagur's pleasure and the Berserker was doing just fine if that twitching against Hiccup's knee was any indication.

"I… I can…" Dagur's breath was staggered. "But someday… someday no pants…"

"On that day, I'm going to ride you like you never got the chance to on that Skrill!" Hiccup hissed.

"Yeah? Well, I'll be on you like I would your Night Fury!"

"You couldn't handle Toothless!"

"Hello," a third voice said. "What are you kids doing?"

Hiccup screamed and flung himself away from Dagur. His brain registered recognition of the voice and he stared down at the ground in embarrassment.

"Gobber?" he asked nervously. "I did not expect you here. This… we… There's no way I can pretend this isn't what it looks like, is there?"

"Go away, old man," Dagur rumbled.

In an oddly light-hearted tone, Gobber said, "You two aren't supposed to be touching each other until the treaty's signed."

"We… weren't… all our clothes are on!" Hiccup stammered. "That counts as not touching, right?"

"Does it? You tell me."

"I'd… rather not."

Growling, Dagur stood and declared, "_Fine_. We'll finish this later, Hiccup."

"No, you won't," Gobber said firmly, but with an amused ring to his voice. "Dagur, I know he's cute, but if you touch him, Stoick will kill you, and then you'll be dead."

Hiccup got to his feet and brushed the dirt of himself, but it wasn't as if that could restore his dignity. He supposed someone other than Gobber walking in on them might have been worse, but not by much. He noticed that Dagur was staring at him, eyes wide and crazed, which was nothing unusual.

"Someday, Hiccup. Someday…"

"Someday what?" Hiccup retorted. "That's not a threat. We're putting it in writing that you'll get your 'someday'."

"Someday, we will do this without pants!"

"You make it sound so appealing!" he snapped.

Gobber's hook caught Hiccup's arm and gently he marched him away from the Berserker camp. Behind them, they left Dagur howling- it sounded like he might be warbling actual words, but Hiccup decided it wasn't worth the effort to try making them out. When they were far enough from the site that Dagur could no longer be heard, Gobber stopped.

"Hiccup, lad…"

"Do we really need to talk about this?" Hiccup questioned.

"I'm not your father. I'm not going to insist," Gobber said, giving him an imploring look. Hiccup had expected him to speak sternly, yet instead he sounded sympathetic. "But you're the closest I have to my own. Let's talk."
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**Chapter Eighteen**

The walk from the camp to Gobber's workshop gave Hiccup time for his frazzled energy to wane. The itch he'd felt under his clothes, that he'd been using Dagur to scratch, was gone; Gobber showing up in the middle had been better than a drench in the ocean for killing any sense of need.

At the workshop, Gobber closed the door and shut all the windows. He gestured for Hiccup to take a seat at the table and then set a mug in front of him. It was full of mead.

"Little early in the day, isn't it?" Hiccup asked.

"Seems like it's already been quite a day for you," Gobber replied. "You're a bit hot under the armor for that lad, aren't you?"

He sighed. "Wish I could say 'no'. You're not going to tell Dad about this, are you?"

"Stoick? He's half-mad as it is. I'll not be the one to push him over the edge. For the sake of his sanity, Hiccup, have a little care. Tumbling in the middle of the Berserker camp isn't what I'd call discreet. You were surrounded by tents- next time, use one of them.

"I…" Embarrassed, he took a sip of mead. "How much did you see? Or hear?"

"It doesn't matter," Gobber said firmly. "But I am curious. How much did this… ah… magnetism lean you towards offering the kinship exchange?"

"It's not what you think…"

"I don't think anything yet. That's why I'm asking."

Gobber was the only person left with whom Hiccup could be honest. He answered, "It's not why I picked this solution, but it did stop me from immediately discarding the idea. How could I do it if I couldn't stand the thought of… well, doing it?"

"From what I saw, the thought is more than you _can_ stand." Gobber grinned, then gave a cautious look. "You haven't… er… let him visit the first world yet, have you?"

Hiccup took the question better than he had when Stoick had asked. Coming from his father it was an accusation, but from Gobber, he knew the older Viking wanted to know if Hiccup needed any advice.

"I'll admit sometimes my mind gets a little… melty around Dagur, but I'm not going to do anything like that and jeopardize the exchange."

"Jeopardize it- how's that the case? It's exactly what you will be doing for the exchange to happen."

"Oh boy, you haven't reviewed all the terms yet, have you?" said Hiccup. "Heirs are supposed to be conceived in the _opposite_ territory. Then, when everyone's had enough time to observe that, yep, there's a baby coming, the pair goes to the territory the kid will inherit for the birth. So if it's Dagur's heir, we start on Berk and if it's mine, Berserker. I don't know which one will be first yet."

"That's all ceremony. It can be waved aside and in this case, no one is going to object if the wee bairn pops up a bit early. Everyone might get a good laugh out of it, actually."

Hiccup winced. He did not like the idea of showing up to the treaty signing already pregnant and everyone else thinking it was funny that he and Dagur hadn't been able to keep their hands off each other. He was also certain that Stoick would not be amused- Stoick would become unlivable-with if that happened.

"Let's stick to ceremony. I don't want anyone questioning the legitimacy of this," he said.

It was the sort of thing Mildew would do if he were still around. Actually, if Mildew were still around, he'd probably _wouldn't_ because he was exactly the type of person who would be terrified of Hiccup's supposed powers. That thought made Hiccup smile. He'd finally found the one and only reason to feel sorry the old man was dead.

He fingered the rim of his mug, thinking. Gobber was the most supportive voice he'd heard since announcing the exchange, but the man was also his father's best friend. It made him wonder.

"Do you think I'm doing the right thing?" he asked. "Or do you agree with Dad that it's a mistake?"

Gobber answered, "I'm a bit glad it's not my place to make that call, but I'm more optimistic than Stoick is. I don't think you've necessarily got Dagur pinned- he could still go crazy on us- but the Berserkers won't break a treaty like this. You may have found the one way to separate their allegiance from him."

"That was the goal- find a way to work around Dagur. Dad was so sure it couldn't be done. He was going to let us go to war! I saved us from that and now he's acting like it's Ragnarok!"

"To him, it is. He sees it as you going to lie down with the beast in its den. You say you're willing and so he should accept it, but if it's come to that then whose fault is it? Who shaped this situation?" Gobber asked pointedly. "Dagur on the one side, yes, but on the other was Stoick. If you have to do this, it's because of _his_ failure to make for you a better world."

That thought gave Hiccup pause. He'd never considered it that way, that Stoick might feel personally responsible for Hiccup choosing this solution, for finding it necessary. The idea wasn't contradictory with the fact that Stoick was being hostile to him now; one of Stoick's flaws was that he never communicated fear or guilt well. When he'd worried about Hiccup as a kid, he'd yelled and scolded that, too.

"I don't blame Dad for the way things got between our tribes- he tried, that was all Dagur! Yeah, I kind of think he failed with the talks now," Hiccup admitted, "but I understand that. He never would have come up with this solution. He's my dad and he gets so _weird_ when it comes to me and… you know. I know I overstepped his authority, but I felt that in this case it was the most responsible thing to do."

"I don't know that you both couldn't have found another way, but it's done now. Do you still feel it was the best choice?"

"Yes, I do," Hiccup said emphatically. "So how do I get Dad to accept it?"

Gobber leaned back and brushed his mustache with his hook. "As I told you before, I don't know that you can. It's going to be time and results that get through to Stoick, because he's not going to stop imagining the worst. Once he sees that you're happy and you didn't squeeze out a little monster-"

"Oooh." Hiccup winced, his shoulders hunching up to his ears. "This is Dagur. I didn't think about that."

"I doubt lying with him will make a baby Skrill wriggle out of you," Gobber said with a laugh. "Hiccup, once Stoick's got that grandbaby in his arms, his attitude will change. It won't be a magic arrow, you'll still have your problems to work out, but he'll want to listen. He'll want a piece of your happiness." Suddenly, he gave Hiccup a cautious look. "You do want a baby, don't you? This isn't just treaty business, is it?"

Hiccup smiled. "You know, awhile ago Dad sort of asked me the same thing. I know it's my duty and that's dictated a lot about how I've handled it- but I do. I want a child. I wish I could get a child in another way, but at least I can do something for Berk at the same time."

"Well, then, the best thing to do is make sure it happens," Gobber said brightly. "You still taking your moonsbane?"

"Of course, everyday. Why- oh." He dropped his head onto the table and groaned. "Oh, no."

Moonsbane was, after dragons, the best gift that ever came from gods and there wasn't a woman on Berk who didn't swear by it. Unfortunately, the problem it solved was one Hiccup now needed to have.

"Oh, yes," Gobber said. "Better quit the stuff or no amount of enthusiasm is going to make anything."

"And in the meantime, random cramping and bleeding. What were the gods thinking?" he griped. "How soon do I have to stop?"

"Technically, not until the day you and Dagur first… er… make an attempt. But it would be better if you stopped now. Depending on how long negotiations take, you may have enough time to track your cycle and that'll make things easier when you're… trying. It may sound fun, but trust me, you're not going to want to take a go at it every night."

"Dagur will."

"No one has that much energy."

Seeing how animated Dagur was, past and present, Hiccup had to wonder about that, but he thought Gobber's advice was otherwise sound. Continuous sex only sounded thrilling- eventually, it would become exhausting, especially as Hiccup expected noise and rambunctiousness from Dagur.

_What if he's bad at it?_ he suddenly thought. It would be just Hiccup's luck- and just what he deserved after throwing over Astrid for it. The one part of having a baby that he counted on to be fun was going to be sticky and miserable if Dagur's performance couldn't come close to expectations. Rattled by the possibility, Hiccup downed a swig of his mead.

Thinking about this drew other concerns into his mind. He considered shunting them aside, but now might be the best time to ask. The only person he could possibly question was Gobber and they were already involved in the right sort of conversation- plus, he halfway done with his mug, so if he wanted to get drunk afterwards, he had a good start.

"Gobber, what's pregnancy like?"

With a sharp laugh, Gobber asked, "What makes you think I know?"

"Not personally, of course. But people talk to you and I have no one else to ask."

"Ah. Well, I've heard different things," he said, scratching his beard. "Some women say it's a beautiful, uplifting experience and all the little discomforts hardly seem to matter compared to the wonder of new life growing inside them… and then others say it's months upon months of being achy, fat, and gassy followed by the most bloody battle you ever fought, worse than getting your limb chopped off. And One-Armed Alvi would know."

Hiccup gaped and gave Gobber a wide-eyed look of horror. "One-Armed Alvi has five kids!"

"Aye. Alvi always loves a good battle."

_I don't even remember what it felt like losing my leg!_ He lifted his mug and swigged the rest of it, then gave a sputtering cough as it burned going down.

"I can't do this," he said. "I need another option."

"Unless you can swap the order of your worlds, you don't have one. Sorry, lad, that's just the way of it."

"No," he insisted. "No, then… then I choose to not be sober. Give me another mug-"

"I think you've had enough," Gobber said and took the cup away from him. "Go home and lie down. I'll be around in a few hours with some nice yak stew."

"I am not drunk," Hiccup protested, pointing.

"Not yet, but with the way you just downed that? Hiccup, go home while you can still walk straight."

"Okay." He gave in easily because Gobber was probably right. In every other way, he now kept up with or surpassed the rest of the boys, but he'd yet to meet a girl who couldn't drink him under the table. "Thanks for the talk, I think."

"Anytime," Gobber said. "Hiccup… be careful. Have fun if you can, but don't let yourself get hurt."

* * *

><p>The mead, rather than give him a headache or turn him stupid, made Hiccup drowsy. He slept it off and then went flying with Toothless.<p>

That night, he studied his reflection in the mirror. The glass was excellent quality, with little distortion, but years later he still questioned the merit of the trade. He never felt good about what he saw, always wondering if the first world was too visible, if it would be the smoothness of his jaw or slight curve of his chest that would someday give him away. He supposed it didn't matter now- everyone knew- but he was drawn to the second world. His people knowing he was a man wasn't enough; he wanted them to _see_ that truth.

_God-touched- yeah, right. If the gods really liked me, I'd only have one world. I wouldn't have to do this._

He sighed. At least, as he'd told Gobber, he'd found a way to make his worlds work best for Berk.

"'Achy, fat, and gassy'. That sounds like fun," he muttered to himself. "Don't suppose I can pick one and ditch the rest?"

He wouldn't be able to avoid getting bigger and he was going to look especially ridiculous thanks to his slight frame. Feeling curious and a little silly- maybe some of the mead was still with him- he grabbed a blanket off his bed, wadded it into a ball, and shoved it under his shirt.

"Well, Toothless, what do you think?"

Toothless tilted his head and gave a look that asked if Hiccup was feeling well.

"Yeah, I don't know either."

The idea seemed distant, unreal, and he would rather not probe it too closely. Stuffing a blanket under his shirt was a joke, but actually having that shape… actually walking the first world… he didn't know how well he would handle it and he wasn't brave enough to interrogate his thoughts at the moment. He pulled out the blanket and dropped it on the bed.

"Only you and Astrid were supposed to see me like that. Now, I have to show myself off to both islands…"

He shuddered. He had barely considered that element of a kinship exchange before; other concerns- like keeping everyone he loved safe and alive, preserving everything about Berk that was wonderful and good- had been more pressing. And those still were more important.

"It's all going to work out, right?" he assured himself. "War's averted! Crisis over! Nothing left to argue about! But Dad wants to keep arguing and Dagur is… well, he's Dagur. At least I put him in his place today. After everything he's done, he should be overjoyed I'm willing to sleep with him."

Toothless growled, no doubt at the mention of Dagur's name. Hiccup walked towards him and scratched his neck to soothe him.

"It's going to be okay. I just wish everyone would calm down so it could be okay _now_."
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**Chapter Nineteen**

After tearing through half the village, Hiccup finally found Stoick in Gobber's workshop. This was the second time he had checked here- it had been the first place he looked after the house- making him wonder if Stoick had been avoiding him or if he had missed his father by chance. Gobber himself seemed to be absent, which suited Hiccup fine. They could have this conversation alone.

"Something I can help you with?" Stoick asked coolly.

"Fishlegs says negotiations have been suspended. How does _Fishlegs_ know this and not me?" Hiccup demanded.

Crossing his arms, Stoick said, "You withdrew yourself from the talks, so there was no need to trouble you. And you have no cause to worry over it now."

"What's going on? Are you stalling? Tell me you're not stalling-"

"I'll thank you not to assume any more expertise in treaty making than you already have," Stoick reprimanded him sharply. "This intermission was called by Dagur. He says he needs time to think, so I'm giving it to him."

"What? He never thinks- he does. Are you being honest with me? Is something wrong-"

"Hiccup." Stoick face was tight and becoming flushed. "You do not speak to me this way. This conversation is over."

Hiccup closed his mouth and shook his head. He was getting so tired of this. It was now impossible to talk to Stoick without starting an argument- even if he tried to hold back his anger, his father found a way to provoke it. Sometimes, it felt like Stoick did it on purpose. Hiccup knew better- he knew the motives that Gobber had suggested were probably true- but that didn't give Stoick the right to be hostile or hurtful. With an angry huff, Hiccup turned and left the workshop.

Toothless, who had been waiting outside, looked at Hiccup inquisitively.

"I can't talk to him anymore. I just can't," Hiccup said. "I don't know why I'm trying."

* * *

><p>The next morning, Hiccup awoke to the sensation of a small animal gnawing at his insides.<p>

"Now? Really?" he groaned.

He knew that once he stopped taking moonsbane his cycle could restart at any time, but he hadn't expected it this soon. Why was his first world cursed with this? He'd never met a woman who didn't share his feeling that it was a trial, a weird mistake of the gods.

He pushed himself out of bed and checked that there were no other surprises. Satisfied he'd awoken to only an early warning, he took care of the necessary preparations and then lay down on his bed again to consider how he wanted to handle this.

The twinges in his belly were unpleasant, but not the worst he'd experienced. He certainly could get up and go about his usual routine, powering through the twitches of pain and general achiness he felt. But outside his room was the father with whom he could barely hold a conversation, the friends awkwardly hiding their newfound awe of him, and the rest of the village who nervously tottered between treating him as simply Hiccup or as some magical creature that could turn their luck to good or ill with just a glance. He very much did not want to deal with any of these things today.

"Toothless, we're staying in," he announced.

He snuck downstairs to grab food for their breakfast and some smooth stones. He had Toothless heat one of the rocks and let it cool as they ate. It was still quite warm at the end of their meal. Hiccup wrapped it in a blanket and crawled back into bed. Pressing the stone against his belly, he let its warmth soothe him. Not a cure, but it helped. He drifted back to sleep.

A crash jarred him awake. Bolting upright, Hiccup called out, "Toothless?"

He jumped out of bed. Toothless was fine, but definitely not happy. The Night Fury's teeth were out and barred as he growled at the man pinned under his feet: Dagur.

"What are you doing in my room?" Hiccup shouted and crossed his arms high over his chest. He hadn't bothered with the bindings this morning; normally he would have even if he expected to be alone, but today comfort had been his higher priority and he had thought only Toothless would see him. "Tell me you're not here to 'finish' from the other day, because if you are, you could not have picked a worse time-"

"No," Dagur answered dully. "I came to talk and somehow forgot you had a pet monster."

"_Oh_, call Toothless that again. I dare you."

Toothless gave a low roar.

"It's past noon- why were you in bed? Are you sick?" Dagur asked.

Hiccup groaned. "Go away."

"I can't, your Night Fury is on top of me. Can you get him to back off or do I have to wrestle him?"

Why was Dagur only logical when it was annoying? "Toothless, you can let him up. Yes, I'm sure," he added when the dragon gave him a questioning look.

Toothless stepped backwards, taking himself off Dagur, but he remained in a crouched stance, ready to pounce if the moment called for it, and he continued his threatening growl.

"Well trained," Dagur remarked, standing up.

"No, he's smart. And loyalty isn't taught," Hiccup said in irritation.

"Why is he named Toothless? Is it a joke? He has so many teeth."

"Did you want something?" he asked, annoyed. "I mean other than me and that is so not happening today."

Looking at Hiccup hesitantly, Dagur said, "I want to talk."

"That's nice. Go away."

"Are you feeling well? You look a little pale."

"It's normal, go away."

"You _are_ sick. What is it? I can get you-"

Somehow, Dagur's eagerness to be helpful felt more obnoxious than his regular behavior and Hiccup snapped, "It's a first world problem!"

Dagur raised an eyebrow, rounding his lips slightly. Then he held up his hand, gesturing for Hiccup to wait. He walked downstairs. Apparently, Stoick wasn't home, because Hiccup didn't suddenly hear a fight break out. Instead, he heard the soft chink of metal.

"What is he doing?" Hiccup asked in exasperation, looking at Toothless.

The Night Fury snarled.

"I'll go check. You can wait here. Let me get assembled…"

He didn't want a long or even short conversation with Dagur without feeling the most like himself that he could. While Toothless guarded the door, he wrapped his chest and then replaced his shirt. With a nod, he ushered Toothless back and stepped down the stairs alone.

He found Dagur in front of the hearth with a lit fire, holding a steaming pot. Carefully, the other man poured the hot water into an earthenware cup.

"Oh," he said, noticing Hiccup's arrival. "I was going to bring it to you. It still needs a few minutes."

He set the cup on the table, in front of one of the chairs. Hiccup supposed that was a cue to sit and decided to take it. It was his house, after all. Dagur was the one who needed to leave. Looking into the cup, he saw that the liquid was reddish brown, with tiny leaves floating in it.

"What's this?" he questioned.

"Medicine. It should help. It's good for other things, so I keep some in my pouch, but my sister taught me… some things about your first world."

Dagur wasn't wearing his helmet, Hiccup noticed. He seemed less fierce, although that might be because he was looking at Hiccup only indirectly, out the corner of his eye.

"Your sister doesn't know I have a first world- you mean she taught you about women?" Hiccup asked. "They're not that different. Well, obviously, they're different, or I wouldn't… Your sister tried to teach you how to impress women?"

"No. She knows I'm not interested in that that. But she said that someday I might have a daughter." For a moment, so brief Hiccup almost missed it, Dagur smiled. "So I should know."

_Does he actually want children?_ Hiccup wondered. Was it not simply an assumption or duty or some manly pride thing that he would have them, but a matter Dagur had considered and decided he genuinely favored? That quick smile had been sweet.

This, so far, was the quietest and calmest conversation he'd had with Dagur and that unnerved him. Simply to kill the silence, he said, "You never seemed like someone who would listen to their sister."

"I didn't use to," Dagur admitted. "Not until after… well, after I lost half the armada to your dragons."

There was a story here, Hiccup realized, and wondered if now was the right time to ask for it. Before he could decide, Dagur continued with a question.

"Hiccup… do you like me?"

Dagur never asked anything small or easy. The frank quietude of the moment had rubbed away most of Hiccup's irritation. He no longer wanted to tear into the man, but he still wanted to be honest.

"You don't make yourself easy to like. You're loud and brash and random. You run around doing and saying whatever you want. You don't care how others feel or you assume you know what they feel and it's always so far off the mark." With that last statement, a touch of exasperation entered his tone. He stopped and then continued with greater forbearance, "You see what you want to see. When you took over the Berserkers, you wanted a fight- so you used our dragons as the excuse. You believed we were hostile when we weren't, but you made it your truth. And now, with me…"

_You wanted me to love you, so you made yourself believe I did. _It needed to be said at some point, but right now it seemed too harsh- it could make Dagur shut down and start shouting or howling rather than listen.

Hiccup continued solemnly, "And, hey, I don't want to bring up this up too often, but ten years ago you did some really awful things. You tried to kill Toothless, you tried to kill me, you tried to kill my dad, and when all your cunning schemes failed, you threw the armada at us. I don't know how you remember those days, but for me, not fun times. Not a forgive and forget thing."

Dagur's brow furrowed and he frowned. His expression, from what Hiccup could see of it from the side, was disappointment.

"I thought you had forgiven me. You only brought it up once and then I kissed you and then you never said anything else, so I thought…"

Hiccup sighed. Dagur had thought his lips had magically wiped away the anger and mistrust ingrained in Hiccup during their childhood? The only thing that made sense about that was that Dagur would think such a ridiculous thing.

"Dagur, did you ever wonder why we never retaliated after all those times you attacked Berk?" he asked, making the effort to speak patiently. Somehow, he knew none of what he would say was obvious to Dagur. It should be, but the other man's mind churned differently from everyone else's. "At first, we didn't know that we could win. Then, we learned we could. We could repel you as many times as necessary- but going after you, going to your island and demanding justice? You may have deserved it, but all it would really guarantee is that good people would die. It's sort of the same idea now. If I harp on what you did or you deserve, this treaty won't happen. The future of our peoples is too important for me to let the past make me angry."

Dagur bowed his head and then shook it fiercely. Hiccup thought he was going to shout, but he made no sound until he asked with affliction, "But why… then why…"

"Why the kinship exchange?" Hiccup suggested. "Why do I want your baby if I'm not madly in love with you?"

Dagur lifted his face to look at him, eyes wide and wavering. Despondently, he croaked, "Hiccup…"

His look was pathetic and Hiccup felt a touch of unwanted sympathy. He could understand why Dagur might conflate Hiccup selecting him as a father with some declaration of love. Context should have kept Dagur from making that mistake, but context was something Dagur read poorly, if at all.

"It's politics, Dagur," he said quietly. This would be a harsh message, but perhaps he could deliver it with some gentleness. "You're a chief, you should understand that. I have to put my people first. My family has been the chiefs of Berk for generations and I refuse to be the end of the line, so I have to have a baby. If that baby is also yours, then it unites our tribes. It could guarantee peace- I think it will. Everyone got really happy when you accepted the exchange."

"I'm not happy!" Dagur declared. "I'm not happy at all!"

Whatever pity had been starting to grow inside Hiccup, that statement obliterated it in a burning flash. He snapped his head and retorted harshly, "Well, considering this situation is your fault, excuse me if I don't care."

After it was out of his mouth, he wondered if he'd finally said something that would push Dagur too far. Anxiously, he searched the other man's face for a sign that he was about to turn hostile and start shouting. Instead, Dagur drooped his head again.

"Hiccup, am I cursed?"

"What?" he asked in confusion.

"The kinship exchange forces you to walk your first world… and if it's my fault… then the gods…"

So on top of everything else, Hiccup had to deal with Dagur's fear of his powers? It should be a comfort the other man respected the taboo- the system protected Hiccup- but right now it felt like more of his madness.

Hiccup answered, "You didn't force me into anything. I proposed the exchange before you knew I had two worlds. And besides, I know your shaman taught you the same things as mine did, but they're wrong. I can't bless or curse anybody. I don't have that power."

"Oh, but you do," Dagur said solemnly. He looked at Hiccup briefly before darting his eyes back to the floor. "And not only because you're in-between."

Without another word, he stepped away from the table and left the house.
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**Chapter Twenty**

Hiccup's nerves frazzled with anxiety as he stepped into his house, knowing Stoick was there. He had stopped spending time at home for almost anything but sleeping, and he almost never entered through the front door as he did now. The tension between them had become unbearable, so Hiccup didn't see why he should try. Maybe the distance he was creating would help, but if it didn't, at least he wasn't enduring Stoick's silent wrath. But right now was a confrontation that needed to happen and he refused to run from it.

"Dad," he said, keeping his voice even. He would try at the start at least to curb his frustration. "What's going on with the talks? It's been almost a week now without a meeting."

"This is not your concern," Stoick answered, little patience in his tone.

"Yes, it is. You know it is. What's wrong?"

"Dagur is still thinking and I'll not be so rude as to interrupt him."

Hiccup exhaled, gathering himself, and then smiled tightly. "Fine, I'll be rude. I'm going to go ask Dagur."

He turned around and marched for the door.

"Hiccup!" There was an odd note of panic in Stoick's voice as he called his name. Hiccup felt his father's hand clamp down on his arm- then, Stoick spun him around and grasped him by the shoulders. "Don't, son. Don't you interfere!"

"Interfere with what?" he demanded. "What's going on?"

"With Dagur? I don't know and I don't exactly care- but I know this," Stoick said. "The longer he takes, the more it will seem he wants to back out of the treaty. That will be an insult to Berk and, more importantly, it will be seen as an insult to you. And that is how I get you out of this!"

Hiccup worked his mind through Stoick's implication and his eyes widened. "You'll be able to withdraw the kinship exchange and Berk won't suffer any repercussions because the Berserkers will blame their own leader."

He couldn't believe this. After everything he'd done- after agonizing over it, after making the most pivotal speech of his life and single most important decision aside from not killing Toothless- the exchange might still fail to happen.

"Precisely! They won't retaliate or demand anything if they think Dagur is to blame- we'll have peace without that monster touching you."

"No." He broke out of Stoick's hold, taking a step back. "No, that's not how I want this to go."

"Hiccup…" Stoick looked overwrought. "You're acting mad. I'm trying to save you-"

"From what?" he cried.

"From yourself! You've got to start listening to me again-"

"I don't think so. I think you need to try listening to me," he insisted. "Why can't you try to understand what I'm doing for Berk? What this means for the future? Stop being so scared for me and be the chief!"

That was the wrong thing to say. Stoick's look hardened and whatever opening there might have been for reasoning closed. "Hiccup, I forbid you-"

"Let me guess, from visiting the Berserker camp? Talking to the other father of my children? Because that is going to happen!" He turned around and started walking again. "Sorry. I don't like disobeying you, but I have to do this."

"Hiccup! If you leave this house-"

He was out the door and cringing at Stoick's last words before his father had a chance to finish them. There had to be a limit to how bad things between them could get, but so far Hiccup kept finding new levels as he dug their relationship into an ever deepening pit. He ran for Toothless and jumped into the saddle.

"Mildew's field, now," he requested. "Sorry, bud. I don't think Dad is going to try to stop me, but I don't really want to find out."

Toothless took off into the air without hesitation.

Soaring through the currents, the wind help cool the heat Hiccup hadn't realized had been building inside him. He hated how broken his relationship with his father had become and had started to grow afraid that even someday, when the excitement was over and the exchange fulfilled, they would not be able to mend it.

"I just walked out on my father. He was reprimanding me and I walked right out!" he exclaimed to Toothless. Even when he'd argued for the Night Fury's innocence years before, he had never so blatantly defied Stoick. "Fifteen, ten years ago, I never would have _dreamed_ of doing that! He's my father, the great Stoick the Vast, and I just called him out and then turned my back on him. Past me would think I've lost my mind!

"And can you imagine what past me would think of the exchange? He'd look at me and say, 'So, you decided you are going through with the baby thing and you've picked Dagur. That snotty bully who almost drowned us and always throws knives at us and a few years from now is going to graduate to trying to murder us. Clearly I go crazy when I get past puberty, so I'm going to let a Nadder eat me now and prevent this horrifying future.'"

He gave a scream of frustration.

"Toothless, this was not how it was supposed to go. Things were supposed to get less insane and awful after I made my proposal. I knew it would change my life, I didn't think it would eat it!"

Mildew's old field and the brigade of tiny Berserker tents covering it came into view. From what Hiccup could tell, it looked the same as last time- large men and women in spiky armor walking about, engaged in the normal domestic tasks it took to maintain an army encampment. He tried to find Dagur's distinctive helmet among the soldiers, but couldn't spot it.

"Want to have some fun, bud?" Hiccup asked Toothless. "Quick landing, right there, by the fire."

Toothless dived, dropping them straight down onto the spot Hiccup had chosen with a loud thump. The Berserker soldiers in the immediate area yelped and scattered, then formed a circle around Hiccup and Toothless. They looked startled, but to their credit none of them pulled their weapons- not even after Toothless gave a roar that, although Hiccup could tell was playful, made a few of the warriors jump back.

"Hi, everyone!" Hiccup called out brightly. "Where's your chief?"

Several Berserkers pointed towards the back of the encampment, at the larger tent with the pennant that Hiccup had guessed before was Dagur's.

"Great, thanks. I'm going to go have a chat with him. I'd really appreciate no interruptions," he said in a cynically-lighthearted tone. He slid off Toothless' back and, grinning, told him, "Now, Toothless, you stay here. No eating people. We only eat Outcasts now."

Toothless' amused rumble told Hiccup that the dragon was in on the joke, but the Berserkers made expressions of alarm. Hiccup looked at them and smiled.

"It's been so hard to convert him to an animal-only diet. But you learn to accept random casualties when your best friend is the unholy offspring of lightning and death. So don't touch the Night Fury. And I wouldn't wave anything sharp at him either. He's in a good mood. You want to keep him that way."

Toothless gave the nearest Berserker a gummy smile and stuck out his tongue. The man squawked and skittered backwards.

Satisfied that Toothless would be okay- Toothless was probably going to have a lot more fun than Hiccup was- he headed towards Dagur's tent. Without any announcement or warning, he threw back the flap and stepped inside.

He found Dagur seated on his haunches with his arms crossed, staring into the fire. The light cast his face with a touch of gold and Hiccup found himself studying the slight hook of the man's nose, the curve of his cheek. It was a face that could be pleasant when it wasn't angry or maniac. Currently, it was somber- Dagur's mouth frowning, his brows furrowed in anxious despondence.

"Dagur."

Startled, the other man looked towards him. Quietly, he asked, "Hiccup? What are you doing here?"

"What I've been doing for weeks now," Hiccup said flatly. "Fixing the stuff you break."

Guiltily, Dagur turned away.

"I'm not in the mood for some crazy preamble before one of us says something actually important. Why have negotiations stopped?"

"They're not fair to you."

Already, Hiccup didn't like where this was going. What did Dagur mean by that- and since when did he care about fair? "Well, that's an answer, but I need more to work with."

"I forced you into the kinship exchange. Now, I can't figure out how to get you out of it without hurting my clan."

The reply threw Hiccup. He never would have expected something so similar to Stoick's concerns coming out of Dagur's mouth- but he could easily have expected something so self-crediting. He stepped forward and smacked the side of Dagur's helmet.

"Ow! What-"

"What is with you?" he demanded. "You won't take personal responsibility for the things you do, but you'll accept the blame for things you don't?"

Protesting, Dagur warbled, "But you're only doing this for Berk-"

"Of course I do stuff that's only for Berk, it's my island! And so what?" he retorted. "It's my choice."

"It's my fault things between our islands are horrible!" Dagur declared, throwing up his hands.

"Yeah, it is," Hiccup agreed. "But how _I_ deal with that is _my_ choice."

"Oh, but, Hiccup…" Dagur dropped his arms and tossed back his head, wailing, "Hiccup, I love you!"

Hiccup's hand twitched, but he restrained himself from hitting Dagur's helmet again- or slapping him across the face.

"That is a problem for exactly _one_ person in this tent!" he snapped. "I'm not dealing with this. I don't have the patience for your deranged little heartache-"

"I know you don't feel the same," Dagur cut in, his voice becoming surprisingly rational. "That's not what matters. What matters is that I love you- but I'm making you miserable. You don't like being around me. You yell when I'm around- you didn't used to do that, Hiccup! I yell, but that's normal for me. It's not for you."

Hiccup rubbed his finger against his temple. This was exasperating, because he couldn't quite follow the loop Dagur's mind was taking. "You drive me crazy. Aren't you proud of that?"

"No. You're not me- you're Hiccup. I want you to be Hiccup. But you're not comfortable around me."

"Since when have you cared about that? Ever since we were kids, you loved to make me fear for my life. It was your idea of a good time."

Dagur pressed his forearms close to his chest and curled his fingers, as if forming a heart with his hands. "That was before I realized the true nature of my feelings for you."

"Your memory is a shifty thing, isn't it?" Hiccup asked. "Because it was _after_ you supposedly fell in love with me that you demanded to see my penis, and shoved your mouth onto mine, and told my dad you wanted to kidnap me, and then- I love this one- tried to force me into a hearth marriage. That's not love. That's creepy!"

Sighing morosely, Dagur said, "That was before-"

"Before what? Before you extra-special loved me?"

"Before I thought you had realized you loved me!" he shouted, flailing out his arms. "I thought we had a connection. I _felt_ it. But even with that, it took so much for me to realize I love you- I thought you were the same. You needed a push and then it would become clear to you, too. I _told_ you about the connection, Hiccup. And right after I did, you kissed me and we…" His head drooped and he croaked, "We almost…"

Hiccup felt a surge of guilt. The event Dagur had described- the night Hiccup had met him alone behind the ruins of Mildew's house- the Berserker was not misremembering. It had happened that way. Dagur had confessed his feelings and Hiccup, too overwhelmed by his own desire to care about consequences, had thrown himself at him.

He had been frustrated and angry with Dagur for thinking his feelings were mutual, taking wishful thinking to a delusional extreme. But he had played an active role in affirming Dagur's perception, responding to positively to his advances, continually saying "yes" in circumstances when he _knew_ it would be unclear exactly how much his answer encompassed. Sure, Dagur had made a lot of leaps on his own, but until a few days ago, Hiccup had done more to encourage than deny the other man's reasoning.

And part of the reason why was that Hiccup hadn't _cared_. Peace for the archipelago was his goal and he had decided he would use whatever tools he had to create it- that included his body and Dagur's feelings.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that. I kissed you because I wanted to, and I didn't think…" He stopped. "But before that, I don't understand why you thought I loved you. You felt it, so I must feel it, too? That doesn't make sense."

"I know. It's what I _thought_, Hiccup. I _thought_. Do you understand?" Dagur waved his hands, making little circular motions with his fingers. "I thought you thought like me, because we're different from other people. But you think in angles. I think in…"

"Loops. Twists," Hiccup finished.

"Yes!" Dagur thrust his hand towards him, for a moment smiling. "You understand!"

"I think? I'm not sure I do. But it doesn't justify anything you did in the past or how you've been behaving now."

"I break things, isn't that what you said? You're right, I do. I used to love it," he confessed. "Do you know how my father died?"

Hiccup felt a sudden chill. "No. You've always hinted that… Did you do it, Dagur?"

He shook his head and looked back at the fire. "My father was old, older than Stoick is now. He got sick. That's just the way of things when you get to that age. I looked at my father and thought to have lived so long and not died in battle, how shameful. How… unBerserker. The only way I could salvage my father's honor was to make it seem like he had had to be eliminated. I resented that. I thought he was just a stupid old man.

"I thought our true path was how we had lived in the past. I would restore the Berserkers to their former glory. I would make us the scourge of the archipelago again. And your dragons… oh, Hiccup." A slight, self-depreciating laugh rattled his shoulder guards. "Your dragons showed up right after I became chief. The timing was perfect. I thought it was a sign. I'd have your Night Fury or I'd have my Skrill or… I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with you yet."

"You already explained that part," Hiccup reminded him, not wanting to hear again how Dagur had reached the conclusion that he was in love. Hiccup still didn't get that; it made no sense to him, even though he believed Dagur was honest in claiming what he felt.

"I never felt so alive as I did doing battle with you. Alive and so, so, so frustrated! I didn't notice, I didn't even care, about the toll it was taking on the armada. On my island. We're still strong, Hiccup, but we're not what we were. I lost what my father tried to preserve. I used to be so ashamed of him. Now…" He lowered his face. "I can't imagine how ashamed he would be of me. I'm not him. I never could have been him, but… maybe I shouldn't have tried breaking things to prove it. I almost broke my people. They don't act like it- they don't think so- but I know it's the truth. And I broke us before we had a chance to be."

_"I made a mistake and it's hurt me, it's hurt my tribe…"_

Dagur had shouted that Hiccup weeks ago and he had forgotten because at the time, he had thought it was a lie. Now, Dagur had explained how well he knew his own declaration to be true and Hiccup felt staggered by it. He knew this story from the side of the victor, as good triumphing over crazy, but for Dagur it was a tragedy- and he now had the self-awareness to realize it was his own fault, that none of it had had to happen. What had occurred in the last ten years to make Dagur change so radically? Hiccup wanted to ask, but he was afraid the other man would answer, "I fell in love with you."

_He's different. He's actually different._

This wasn't a monster anymore or a ball of frantic madness: this was a man. Still off-kilter and in a long-distance relationship with reality, but another human being with feelings and a heart- one Hiccup had been using. The day he had offered the kinship exchange, he had stepped into the great hall assuming Dagur would accept because of his professed love.

The kindest thing would be to withdraw the exchange. Dagur needed the chance to get over Hiccup; actually having sex with him- and even worse, creating children- wouldn't help that happen. But that brought Hiccup back to the same problems he'd been trying to solve before: how to get Berk and the Berserkers to trust each other, how to make this peace last for longer than just his lifetime. Whatever pity he felt for Dagur now, that didn't change the fact this situation wouldn't exist without the Berserker chief's willfully terrible choices in the past. Maybe this, a broken heart, was simply the price Dagur had to pay.

"You can redeem your past, Dagur, but only if you be the chief your people need now," he urged. "We both know our islands need this treaty. It preserves what my people already have- but for yours, it will open up a whole new world to them. Dragons will change everything for the Berserkers, but there's no way my people will agree to it without the exchange. We have to go through with it."

"I know it's best for my people, but how can I?" Dagur murmured sadly. "How can I put you through that? I would do anything to fix this, but how can I make you suffer any more than I already have?"

Hiccup took a breath. The exchange had to happen. He had to coax Dagur away from feeling guilty and towards acceptance. It was still manipulation, preying upon the other man's emotions for something he knew would be to Dagur's personal detriment- but not to the detriment of Berk or of the Berserkers. Did that make it okay? Was it okay so long as he was honest, if he was as clear as possible about his motives and what he would give- if he made sure Dagur understood Hiccup's end of the agreement?

"What makes you think I'd be suffering?"

Dagur looked up at him in confusion.

"The way I've been acting around you- the stammering and the mooning and the staring- it isn't a lie. The truth is…" Hiccup winced. "I find you ridiculously, inordinately attractive and it's been driving me crazy ever since you jumped off that boat."

"Hiccup…" Dagur blinked.

"I have to have a baby. That is a fact whether the exchange happens or not. A few days ago I said I didn't care with whom- _that_ was the lie. I want it to be you."

"Hiccup…" Dagur's voice was breathy. Then his eyes narrowed and he demanded, "You're not lying to me now, are you, Hiccup? You've lied to me before."

"I know. So let me be blunt. What I was doing to your leg last week should tell you I plan on a bit more than lying back and thinking of Berk." Hiccup paused, letting that statement sink into Dagur's mind. "I'm sorry. I can't give you what you want. I don't love you, I won't marry you, but… will you be the other father of my children?"

He felt a rush of heat through his body as he said it. Oh, gods, he wasn't lying. He was going to scream if Dagur said no.

Slowly, Dagur stood up. As he rose, it was as if a transformation came over him. He turned towards Hiccup, the old maniac sparkle returning to his eyes. Leaning forward, he said, "Oh, _Hiccup_."

He grabbed Hiccup by the arm. Hiccup felt himself spin around and when his mind reoriented, he was leaning back in Dagur's arms with the other man giving him a most enchanting leer.

"This is what you want, Hiccup? Is it?"

That fire, which by now was all too familiar, blazed through him and he almost sighed.

"Like a Scauldron wants water."

"You're no Scauldron," Dagur said, raising Hiccup closer to his face, to his lips. "You're my tiny Night-"

A loud crash came from outside.

Dagur rolled his head and groaned. "What? What is it _now_? Am I _ever_ going to get to take your clothes off?"

They peaked outside and saw that several of the tents had been flattened- and the culprit was quite obviously the Night Fury happily gamboling around the camp. The Berserkers were conducting themselves in as orderly of a fashion as possible, sticking together in tight units as they skittered out of his path.

"I'm sorry," Hiccup said. "I know he looks dangerous, but Toothless is actually a big goof. I'll get him to stop."

"No, no, let him. This is fun to watch," Dagur said. "You want to continue this later?"

"I wish! But we better not- I don't want to risk little Dagur-or-Hiccup making an early appearance."

"What if we use moonsbane? Nott says it's effective."

_Who's Nott?_ Hiccup wondered and shook his head. "When I look at you, I feel like I could eat a whole bag of the stuff and you'd still get me pregnant."

Dagur gave a wide, self-satisfied grin. "That's a theory I'd like to test. But if you say wait, we'll wait." He reached for Hiccup's hand and clasped it gently. "Tell Stoick that talks resume tomorrow. If that's what you want, I'll be there. If I can make you happy, I will."


	22. Chapter 21

**Chapter Twenty-One**

_So, once again, I've saved the treaty_, Hiccup thought. He hoped he didn't have to go through another round of this. It was exhausting each time.

After telling Dagur he should end the joke and inform his soldiers that Night Furies didn't actually eat people, Hiccup got Toothless' attention with a dragon call and the two of them flew back to the main village. Steeling himself, he headed for home. He could not imagine what reprimand Stoick had planned for this insubordination- and, somewhat worse, he wasn't sure if he would accept it or once again walk out. Stoick had never gotten physical- shoving Hiccup into the house was the most force he'd ever used on him- and he didn't think his father would start now, never mind that he wasn't a boy anymore and too old for such punishment. That meant there was really nothing Stoick could _do_ to stop Hiccup from anything.

What a startling thought. What external restraints still held him? He now seemed free to do whatever he wanted. That idea should be empowering, but it made him nervous. He was now discovering how much influence he commanded and its recent effects had been more profound than anything he had intended.

Stoick wasn't at home, but that wasn't a relief; Hiccup needed to deliver Dagur's message. He checked Gobber's workshop. The door was closed and he could hear voices behind it, one of which was his father's. Hiccup felt a momentary temptation to eavesdrop, but he had done enough behind his father's back today and he wasn't certain he wanted to hear Stoick's rage or disappointment. He knocked.

Gobber opened the door, standing full in the entryway. Hiccup could tell he was trying to block his view.

"Oh, ah, Hiccup. Now's not the best time…"

"I know you've got Dad with you. Tell him the talks are back on tomorrow."

To his surprise, Gobber sighed and shook his head. "Sweet Frigg, the two of you…" He looked over his shoulder. "Stoick! Isn't there something you want to say to Hiccup?"

An angry mutter came from behind him.

"He doesn't mean that," Gobber said quietly.

"I didn't even hear what he said," Hiccup replied, feeling his own temper rise. "Bye, Gobber."

He walked away.

He decided he'd done enough for Berk for today. Now, he wanted a little peace of his own, space and time by himself to think. The nearby waters were full of private islets, of which he and Toothless had their favorites. They flew to one of the sea stacks. Hiccup sat and watched the spray of the ocean strike against the rocks. Toothless butted his nose against his shoulder and Hiccup reached his arm up to scratch him.

Here, listening to the waves and feeling the warmth of Toothless' closeness, it was easy to let go of his anger. He didn't want Stoick to sour his thoughts, not when today he had witnessed something he had never imagined was possible. Dagur expressing a sorrow that wasn't self-absorbed or selfish. Dagur speaking of regret.

Mildew had tricked Hiccup once that way and Alvin had tried the same, but this he felt was sincere. Dagur could be clever, but he was never subtle. An elaborate rouse of this type required a much deeper level of manipulation and pretending than Hiccup believed was within Dagur's capacity. No, as incredible as it was, Dagur had spoken honestly and that brought Hiccup to a startling conclusion.

Dagur had _changed_. It hadn't been immediately apparent- or apparent at all- with most of his behavior still as brash and wild as it had been in his teens, with his continued lack of impulse control and unawareness of boundaries, but he wasn't the same tyrannical beast who had tried to make himself Hiccup's nemesis. He finally cared about his tribe and his own impact on the archipelago.

It gave Hiccup hope. He had never believed the kinship exchange would magically fix everything, only that it would give him influence over the Berserkers and leverage over Dagur. It had been a trap, one he'd set anticipating that even with Dagur's compliance, he'd still have to wrestle against the other man's impulses. Now, he suspected the path to unity wouldn't be quite so onerous. He doubted his and Dagur's visions of the future matched, but they might be similar after all.

Maybe it was too much to hope for. It would still take a lot of work to change how the Berserkers treated dragons and how both islands treated each other. And maybe it was a too ambitious desire, but perhaps Dagur's company- not just sex- was something Hiccup could enjoy, too. He felt very curious and a little excited to find out.

* * *

><p>The next day, Hiccup hung around his room listening for movement downstairs. Slightly before noon, he heard Stoick leave. The talks were back on track then. He grabbed some bread and ate it while Toothless scarfed down a basket of fish.<p>

After eating, Hiccup followed what had become his new routine: he walked a circuit around Berk, seeing if there were any odd tasks to be completed. He kept to the farms and the village, staying away from the academy. He considered that Astrid's territory and giving her space was the least he could do.

Today there were no jobs to be had, at least not without depriving Bucket of feeling useful, so Hiccup went to the forge. If there was work left in the shop, he knew Gobber wouldn't mind him finishing it. He found just enough to occupy his hands for a few hours: a mail shirt with several broken links, a bent sword, and a mangled saddle. He decided to start with the sword and heated up the forge.

With his tools in hand, a wave of comforting familiarity washed over him. It had been far too long since he'd worked with metal or schematics for a new invention. Even before the Berserkers' arrival, too many things had pulled at his attention: training new dragons and new riders, addressing the responsibilities Stoick piled on him as deputy chief. Well, Hiccup had probably lost both of those duties- Astrid was better off without him and Stoick didn't want him. Plenty of time in the future to focus on gadgetry and exploring the archipelago again. Or maybe not, he thought wistfully, remembering that he was about to embark on single parenthood.

_I'll be alone_, he thought sadly. Then he looked at Toothless. No, not quite alone. Dragons liked babies and were gentle with them; he could trust the Night Fury for another set of eyes, but that wasn't nearly the same as sharing the responsibility with a wife or husband. Still Stoick had managed-

Oh, no, Stoick _hadn't_, Hiccup thought. For all his father had taught him, the difficult parts he had shoved onto Gobber. The rest of the time, he had tried to keep Hiccup out of sight, barely hiding his disappointment. The only "good" to come of that was it had allowed Hiccup to start off walking his worlds in secret. Even as a baby, Stoick had so rarely shown him off or talked about him that when Gothi had told Stoick to switch pronouns, everyone else assumed they'd been confused. It had worked out, but it wasn't the sort of thing for which Hiccup thought he should be grateful.

_I am never going to put my kid through that_, he thought, pounding his hammer against the heated sword. The only expectation he would set for his child was to be a good person- everything else would be up for him or her to decide and Hiccup would help and encourage as much as he could. His kid would have the childhood he had wanted.

_I thought I was over this_, he reflected, realizing the resentment bubbling inside him. A long time ago, Stoick had apologized for the past and Hiccup thought he had forgiven him. But he felt like the goodwill and respect he'd earned from his father had just been wiped away. In announcing the exchange, he'd tested his father's faith and discovered Stoick didn't believe in him after all.

He finished straightening the sword, sharpened the edge, and moved on to the saddle. Given the scorch pattern, he guessed that one of the students had ticked off their Monstrous Nightmare. It took less than a minute's inspection to determine it was unsalvageable for anything but scrap. Replacing it required measurements from the original dragon. He wrote a note for Gobber saying as much, wondering if the older Viking already knew this. Gobber must if he had taken any time to look at the saddle, but it was possible he hadn't caught a moment yet and Hiccup's message would still be useful.

"Hmm…" he hummed to himself as a thought occurred.

At some point- perhaps sooner, perhaps later depending on the specifics of the treaty- he would establish an academy on Berserker Island. He wanted to make it self-sufficient, which meant not only training instructors, but ensuring the local craft workers could supply their needs. Did he have his old schematics for Toothless' saddle or those of the other veteran dragons? He went to the alcove where he kept his personal projects and started digging through the fireproof-chest that contained his papers. It wasn't organized- anything that was a success tended to stay in his head, so he rarely referred to older schematics- but he eventually found them, smudged and scribbled over with notes.

He should make a clean copies, he decided, to give the Berserker blacksmiths a general guide. And he would probably find other useful schematics as well if he sorted the papers. But a good place to do that was not this cramped room or near the open flame in main forge.

"Hey, Toothless," he called, tugging the chest out of its corner. "Want to help me drag this home?"

* * *

><p>The floor of Hiccup's bedroom was scattered with papers, stacks of them weighted down by rocks and the odd bits of metal he always had on hand- he swore screws and brackets followed him home, because he almost never remembered putting them in his pockets. Going through the papers made him feel nostalgic. He wouldn't say those had been better days- no, not at all- but he remembered his past enthusiasm and determination fondly.<p>

_Hey, it turns out alright_, he wanted to say to his younger self. Or at least, he could have said that a few months ago. Now that wasn't as certain, but he remained hopeful.

"Don't think the Berserkers need miniature catapults, do you?" he asked Toothless jokingly, setting those designs aside. "Oh, the Mangler! That's an old one, from before we met. Why did I have such vicious ideas for stuff when I was a kid?"

Toothless snorted.

"Yeah, I've always been different. Some boys punch each other, I designed machines with rotating razorblades. Can't believe Gobber let me build that one. What happened to it? I'm not sure I want to know."

He flipped through the stack. The next schematic was Toothless' original tail wing. Seeing it, Hiccup hesitated. It was wishful thinking to believe he'd never encounter another injured dragon; their wings were a well-known weak spot. This was something that might indeed be useful to the Berserker dragon academy, but even as far as he was pushing himself to trust Dagur, he didn't feel safe revealing the mechanics of Toothless' pedal. He folded the page and slid it under his bed, securing it with another rock. This design he knew by heart; he didn't need a reference if he later changed his mind.

A knock startled him. He sat up and saw Stoick peering in through the opening at the top of the stairs. His heart sunk- he should have done this at the forge after all. Why had he thought it was a good idea to come home?

"Dad?" he asked, keeping his voice flat.

Stoick opened his mouth, hesitated, then said, "The Berk heir will be first."

The announcement jolted Hiccup. "What? You're that far along in the talks?" From what he'd heard, both parties had agreed to set the terms of the kinship exchange last, after everything else had been decided.

Stoick shook his head. "No. Dagur brought up the point today. He said you'll bear the greater share of the burden in the fulfillment, so yours should be the first born. I agreed."

"My heir…" Hiccup murmured, trying to grasp the implications of Stoick's news. The one Hiccup would keep would come before the baby he had to give up to the Berserkers. He had hoped for that. The order of the children shouldn't matter for the treaty, but he thought it would be easier to leave a baby with Dagur if he already had one in his arms. His child- and Stoick had finally acknowledged it was happening.

"So this means…" he began and stopped, thinking it through. Most of the protocols surrounding a kinship exchange were symbolic, which was why heirs were conceived in the opposite territory. This decision meant that shortly after the treaty was signed, Hiccup would leave for Berserker Island. He would be going with Dagur to the other man's home.

He would be leaving Berk and he wouldn't be back for months, perhaps longer, depending on when he conceived. A good, long break felt like exactly what he needed- a trip away from the madness of everyone giving him reverence, a chance to let Astrid breath freely, a sea between him and Stoick.

Was that last one really what Hiccup wanted?

_One more chance_, he decided.

"This means I'm going to Berserker Island. They'll probably hold a feast to announce the treaty terms and celebrate. Are you… will you come for that? Stay for the first few days? That's the common practice in these situations, isn't it?"

Stoick's eyes wavered and he looked down. Gravely, he answered, "No. I won't stand there and smile and offer a toast to that beast pawing at you. I won't give a speech saying how happy I am to see you toss yourself into the Red Death's mouth. I can't stop you, Hiccup, that much you've made clear. The least you can do is not ask me to watch."

He retreated down the steps before Hiccup could make a reply.

_That isn't what's happening! _Hiccup wanted to shout after him. _I'm not making a mistake! Just because you don't like it doesn't mean it's wrong!_

His father was being blunt and hard out of fear- fears Hiccup could end if Stoick only would listen to him.

If Stoick only would listen…

He looked at Toothless. The dragon's face was sympathetic, but he knew his own expression was bitter.

"That's it," Hiccup said. "I give up."
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**Chapter Twenty-Two**

"Where are you taking me?" Dagur asked.

"It's not where- it's to what," Hiccup answered, leading him into the woods. It was early morning, giving Dagur several hours until his presence was expected in the great hall. Hiccup would make use of that time. He had a new project, a goal that was essential for a successful trip to Berserker Island.

"Wait, I'm confused. I thought you said we weren't going to start something yet."

Hiccup almost sighed. "There are other things in the world than sex, Dagur."

"You're interested in more than sex with me?"

The question was asked so hopefully and guilelessly that Hiccup flinched. _Thanks for reminding me that I'm a shallow jerk after all. _"Yeah, well, what you said in your tent the other day, it made me think if you're not going to throw knives at me anymore, maybe we can get along."

"Oh, _Hiccup_," he warbled amorously. "Hiiiiic-cup! Or is it Hiiiiic-_up_? Hiiiiiccup."

_And thank you for reminding me that just because you're less murderous now doesn't mean you aren't still loud and obnoxious. _"Why are you saying my name over and over?"

"Practice."

"For- you know what, don't tell me, I don't want to know."

"Well, you won't let me use a pet name," Dagur huffed.

"Huh?" Wait. Since Hiccup had placed a proscription on that, was Dagur trying to get around it by developing weird ways to enunciate his actual name? That was even more irritating than the cutesy talk he wanted to prevent. "Okay, I'll tell you what. You stop doing that, because it is seriously annoying, and I will let you pick _a_ pet name. One. Which I have to approve first."

Dagur's head perked up and he declared gleefully, "Ooo, so many choices! Which do I like best? Tiny Night Fury? I really like that one- and it was your idea!"

"And I will regret that forever," Hiccup said. "No."

"My precious?"

"Oh, for the love of… no! That is creepy," he declared. "Why don't you get back to me on this?"

"Okay. Hiiiic-cup!"

Hiccup growled and shook his head. _I swear if he keeps this up, the first thing I'll do in his bedroom is gag him._

They came to a sheltered glade. Hiccup had selected the site beforehand and their objective was supposed to be sitting in the center of it. Instead, the clearing was empty.

"Oh, great," he muttered, stepping into the area. "What is he doing, chasing a butterfly? He'll do whatever I want except the one time I _ask_…"

"Something wrong, Hic-_cup_?" Dagur asked, approaching him.

"Yeah, two things. First, stop that. Second, somewhere off in the woods- probably terrorizing a bird- instead of right here where I left him is my wayward…"

With a roar, Toothless launched himself from the shadows and pounced on Dagur. The Berserker knocked under him, he growled and snapped his teeth at Dagur's face.

"…dragon," Hiccup finished with a sigh. "Toothless, I _told_ you I was bringing him! You're acting out on purpose."

Dagur didn't seem scared or even startled. Instead, he stared at Toothless with an open smile of admiration. "I don't care how many times I see his mouth, it's still impressive. Hey, Night Fury, do a plasma blast!"

"In your face?" Hiccup questioned and then said sternly to Toothless, "Don't you dare."

This was why he had wanted to arrange this meeting. Toothless' hostility was predictable and understandable, however it was soon going to be a problem. In a matter of weeks, Hiccup would depart with Dagur for Berserker Island and he had no intention of leaving Toothless behind. He didn't want his dragon to become stressed from being on continuous alert, nor did he want to constantly have to coax the Night Fury off Dagur or another Berserker. Friendly terms might be too much to ask, but before they departed, Hiccup wanted Toothless and Dagur to establish a cool neutrality towards each other.

"Toothless, let him get up."

Toothless gave a disgruntled snort.

"You made your point. You don't like him. Nobody likes him, so it's fine."

"Aww, you don't like me?" Dagur whined.

"I like your thighs," Hiccup said and that seemed to please Dagur, who leered. He addressed Toothless again. "Come here, bud, let's ignore Dagur for a moment."

Toothless gave the Berserker one last snarl, then lifted his paws off him. He trotted over to Hiccup, who gently patted his head and led him to the far side of the glade. At that distance Hiccup judged they were out of Dagur's earshot.

"I need your help here, bud," he said. He pressed his face to Toothless' and petted him affectionately. "We're going to have a treaty with Dagur's people soon and part of it will mean I have to go to their island. I want you to come with me, but for that to work, you and Dagur have to get along. You don't have to like him. You can snap at him if he does something to deserve it- he probably will at some point, he is Dagur. But can you give him a chance to behave first? For me?"

Toothless' answering warble was reluctant, but it was one of agreement.

"Thanks, bud. It means a lot to me. Wait here. I'm going to bring him to you."

Toothless sat and Hiccup walked back to Dagur. The other man had his arms crossed, but the look on his face was one of curiosity.

"So, what are we doing here?" Dagur asked. "I was hoping for something romantic- I know, I know, with clothes on- but you brought the Night Fury and he doesn't seem like he'd be okay watching. Is that it? Do I have to fight him so he'll let me mate with you? Prove to him that I will give you strong children? Because I'm up for the challenge."

He made a fist and flexed his arm, puckering his lips as he did so. Then he blew Hiccup a kiss and grinned.

"Where do you get your ideas?" Hiccup asked, baffled and a little horrified. "No! This is a training session. Or it will be if you stop being weird."

"Training?" Dagur's eyes lit up. "I get to fly him? Shoot down purple balls of death from above and watch everyone flee in terror?"

"No and absolutely not. You're not ready to give commands and you won't be learning those things with Toothless. Today, I'm going to teach you how to get along with a dragon."

"That doesn't sound exciting."

"I'm hoping it won't be."

He led Dagur across the glade to Toothless. He wanted Dagur to come to the Night Fury rather than the other way around; Hiccup felt that the onus was on humans to offer their trust and cooperation to dragons first. It was a lesson Dagur needed to learn and that aside, the Berserker had much personally to prove to Toothless.

"Hello, Night Fury," Dagur said with a toothy grin.

Toothless growled.

"Okay, lesson one. His name is not 'Night Fury'," Hiccup said. "Calling him that is like me calling you 'human'. It's rude. His name is Toothless."

"Hmm. I guess that makes sense. But why did you name him Toothless? He's got a whole mouth full of those mashers!"

"Huh? Isn't it obvious? He…" Hiccup stopped, realizing why Dagur was confused. The other man had never seen Toothless with his teeth retracted! "You know what? If you behave yourself, you'll find out."

Stepping between the Berserker and the dragon, he continued, "The first thing every rider has to do is earn their dragon's trust. Yes, we give our dragons commands, but we're not their masters. The bond between dragon and rider is understanding and loyalty and it goes both ways. A dragon is the most faithful companion you will ever have. If a dragon trusts you, they show it by doing this."

He held out his hand to Toothless. Toothless responded by pressing his nose against Hiccup's flattened palm. After all these years, the tingle of joy he felt at that contact hadn't faded. Toothless was the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to him.

"See?" Hiccup withdrew his hand and stepped aside, leaving Dagur and Toothless staring at each other. "It's too soon for you to expect that, but contact is a way to build comfort. Dragons like touch. Why don't you try petting under his chin?"

Shrugging, Dagur extended his hand. Toothless snapped at him.

Hiccup sighed. "Toothless-"

Dagur pulled out his ax.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" Hiccup jumped between them, waving his hands. Glaring at Dagur, he demanded, "What are you doing? Get that away from my dragon!"

"What?" Dagur asked, confused. "He issued a threat. I, as a true warrior, accept his challenge!"

"No!" he shouted, feeling his temper rise. He knew Dagur was being dumb more than anything else, but he wanted to smack the other man for this. "Okay, we are _done_ for today. Go back to your camp and tomorrow _no_ weapons!"

"No weapons?" Dagur pulled out his short sword, now brandishing a sharp object in each hand. "I'll feel naked without these."

"I thought you wanted to be naked around me," Hiccup said snidely.

"Oh." Dagur's mouth rounded. "Yes. Yes, I do." He flashed his teeth, darting out the tip of his tongue. "I'll see you tomorrow, _Hiccup_."

As he turned and left, Hiccup found himself snarling at his back. What an idiot! Was he seriously going to teach that man how to ride a dragon someday? He must be out of his mind. Maybe derangedness was contagious.

To Toothless, he said, "If he shows up tomorrow actually naked, you can bite him wherever you want."

Toothless made a retching sound.

* * *

><p>"Okay, getting you two to get along is going to be more interesting than I anticipated," Hiccup said, "but if I can get my father to ride a dragon, I can get you to stop being a lunatic around one."<p>

"Sometimes I don't think you have the highest opinion of me," Dagur remarked.

"That's another thing we both need to work on," he admitted. "And you can start by demonstrating that you can behave yourself around a dragon."

He took Dagur to the same glade, where Toothless waited seated on his haunches. The Night Fury glared as Dagur approached and gave a soft snarl. It wasn't friendly, but it was an improvement- and a softer reception than Dagur deserved given his own behavior yesterday.

"Let's not try touching today. Let's see if you can be… non-aggressive. I want you to sit, and I want the two of you to look at each other. Talk, maybe. But no threatening gestures, _Dagur_. From either of you, _Toothless_." The Night Fury looked at him in surprise and he retorted, "Oh, yeah, you're not innocent. I expect you to try as well."

"So, it's a staring contest," Dagur said as he lowered himself cross-legged onto the grass.

"It's not any kind of contest. There's nothing to win here."

"There's you."

"Um, no. That's… not how it works. At all."

Dagur stared at Toothless. Toothless narrowed his eyes and stared back. Hiccup watched, questioning the wisdom of this exercise, as this went on for about two minutes. Dagur fidgeted, readjusting himself on the ground.

"So, Hiccup rides you."

Toothless' lips curled back and he growled. So much for no threatening gestures.

Dagur grinned. "He's going to ride me harder."

Toothless reared up, swatting his paw to knock Dagur flat onto his back, and roared in his face.

Hiccup drooped his head. "And we're done for today."

* * *

><p>"It is not about asserting dominance! Toothless doesn't care. He's my friend. His goal is to protect me, so you need to show him that you're not a threat. Here." Hiccup handed Dagur a fresh fish. "Toothless wouldn't let me touch him at first either. You're going to do what I did then."<p>

They entered the glade where again Hiccup had Toothless placed into position. Once more, Toothless regarded Dagur with a growl and look of skepticism.

"Dagur, give Toothless the fish."

Dagur tossed the fish to the Night Fury, who caught it in his mouth and chewed briefly before swallowing.

"Toothless, give Dagur the fish."

Obligingly Toothless regurgitated it, leaving it in a wet pile at the man's feet.

Hiccup smiled. "Now, Dagur, eat the fish."

"What?" Dagur looked at him incredulously. "Is this a prank? Hiccup, I may be deranged, but I have my limits."

"It's not a prank. It's a bonding exercise. I did it, I ate the fish. I've eaten a lot of fish, actually. My advice: quick bite, swallow. The extra slime helps it go down."

Dagur made a disgusted face, but then said, "Well, I would walk through a Fireworm cave for you…"

Unfortunately, as they were talking, Toothless had turned around and just now added a warm extra to the pile.

"Oh. Oh, that is nice! That is really mature, Toothless!" Hiccup reprimanded, startled at the Night Fury's unmistakable gesture. He turned back to Dagur. "He's never done that before."

"Do you still want me to eat the fish?" Dagur asked. "Because I'm going to have to refuse now."

* * *

><p>"Wow. I've never seen dragon nip not work."<p>

* * *

><p>Hiccup tried the "sit and look" exercise again. This time it succeeded, but he suspected this was only because he stood behind Dagur with his hands covering the Berserker's mouth. That had kept the other man from saying something shockingly awful again, and Toothless hadn't wanted to pounce knowing he'd trap Hiccup beneath Dagur if he did.<p>

He'd never had such a difficult time coaxing a dragon and a human to get along. Dagur's behavior was marginal, but Toothless wouldn't give the man a real chance- not that Hiccup could blame the Night Fury. Toothless and Dagur had an aggressive history; he knew the Berserker chief as the man who'd come close to hurting or even killing Hiccup several times.

That was the problem, Hiccup realized. Toothless didn't see the changes to Dagur or Hiccup's relationship with him. The dragon was capable of forgiveness, even in extreme situations. He'd done so with Stoick, but only after Stoick had proven himself by saving them both from drowning. Somehow, a similar demonstration had to be made with Dagur.

Placing himself in danger and having Dagur save him was out of the question. That would be a trick, not truth, and he'd rather not put his life in Dagur's hands- he'd probably lose his other leg if he tried. Perhaps he could make do with something less dramatic, something that showed he now felt safe in Dagur's presence, so it was okay for Toothless to relax, too.

In the glade, he asked Toothless to sit. He told Dagur to do the same, this time turned sideways from the dragon. For this, Dagur didn't need to face Toothless- he needed to face Hiccup, with Toothless having a clear view of them both.

"Close your eyes," Hiccup said. "No matter what I do, don't make any sudden moves."

"Whatever you say, Hiccup. I like it when you give commands," the other man said, giving a happy shudder before shutting his eyes.

_Sleeping with you is going to be really fun or really awkward_, he thought and then shoved the idea of Dagur naked and eager out his head. If he wasn't calm for this, Toothless would be able to tell.

He knelt down in the grass and took Dagur's hand. Feeling a bit silly, his pressed his nose and forehead against the Berserker's palm. Toothless warbled in surprise.

_Yes, that's right, bud. I trust… well, I trust him to do what I want, even if it takes some effort to give him the message._

To show the Night Fury how certain he was that he was safe, he removed Dagur's helmet. The other man shook his head slightly, which seemed a reaction to the suddenness of exposure more than anything. Then, leaning forward, Hiccup cupped his hand against Dagur's face and kissed him.

Dagur responded to that, opening his mouth and reaching his tongue greedily for Hiccup's. Otherwise he kept still, allowing Hiccup to control the moment, to keep it slow and their shared touch lingering. The intimacy tangled Hiccup's stomach into a warm knot; it would be easy to lose himself in this, but he had a purpose other than pleasure. After several moments had passed, he pulled away from Dagur and glanced at Toothless.

The Night Fury stared at Hiccup in shock.

He almost giggled at his dragon's reaction. _I told you about this, Toothless- you didn't believe me?_

"Okay," he said to Dagur. "Now, open your eyes and give me your hand."

It was probably Toothless' stupefaction that kept him still as Hiccup guided Dagur's hand under the dragon's chin to scratch. After that, the Night Fury snapped out of his paralysis and reacted to Dagur's touch with a contented purr.

"Good," said Hiccup. "Finally, we're off to a start."

* * *

><p>"Don't give me that look. Are you judging me?" Hiccup asked, eying Toothless as they walked towards the house. "Well, I'm judging you right back. You think I don't notice how every time we get a new female dragon, she gets nosy with you for the first week? At least I can make an egg with Dagur. What are you trying to do, huh?"<p>

Toothless snorted. Then he made a quirk of surprise as he noticed Hiccup heading for the front door.

Hiccup sighed. "I know. There's something I have to say to him. Maybe the last thing I have to say to him."

He opened the door. It was almost noon, but he still might be able to catch Stoick before his father left for the day. He was in luck- good or bad luck, that he could debate- that Stoick was home and was readying himself to leave. His father jerked his head, but otherwise did not acknowledge his entrance. Hiccup walked to the stairs. There he stopped, turned around, and cleared his throat.

"Dad."

"Now's not the time to talk, son," Stoick said brusquely.

"I don't want to talk. I want to say something and I want to make it quick."

Stoick turned to him with an uncertain and tight look.

"I've come to a decision. I've been thinking a lot about what I want for my child. What I want to give him. And one thing I've realized is…" Hiccup's hand started to shake. He clenched it and then straightened his spine, holding himself rigidly. He'd give away no other sign of how painful this speech was. "…I never _ever_ want him to have the childhood I did. To wake up every day in a house with someone who thinks he's a disappointment. When I come back from Berserker Island, I'm moving out."

He didn't want to know Stoick's reaction. He spun around quickly and continued up the stairs.
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**Chapter Twenty-Three**

When was the last time Hiccup had stood in the great hall or worn his Gronckle iron armor? Almost a month ago. Nearly a month had passed since he had suggested a kinship exchange- since he had shattered his own secret, revealing himself to both the people he had known his entire life and utter strangers. Now that had finally culminated into this.

This was a formality, Hiccup reminded himself, yet he still felt anxiety frizzling through him. All eyes were on him and he wondered what his people expected. He planned to do only three things: read, nod, and sign. It was his signature that would go on the contract for the kinship exchange, not Stoick's. And after that there truly was no turning back.

_Why does that make me nervous? I made my decision weeks ago. I don't want out._

In the center of the room, the pages of the treaty had been placed on a stand. Hiccup approached the document and made a show of reading it, scanning each line with his eye, the words sliding off his mind like water. That was fine; he had already read the treaty thoroughly several times prior to this. Normally, this sort of ritual would never happen- the chiefs of the tribes would simply sign, with no arbiter needed to approve- but Hiccup had inadvertently tied the legitimacy of the treaty to his status. He had to show that he was in agreement with everything written, or Berkian and Berserker alike would feel uneasy and question if the gods were pleased.

He reached the last line. Straightening himself, he turned to look at Stoick and Dagur. Stoick's face was stone, hard and inscrutable; he did not seem angered or grieved, but there was no joy in his expression. Dagur smiled, but it was a nervous, twitchy thing and Hiccup had a sudden intuition that he was the cause of the Berserker chief's concern. Dagur cared for his people, but he wanted this treaty to please Hiccup as well.

_Am I pleased?_ he asked himself. Yes, for his people and for their future. He nodded his approval and together, the chiefs of Berk and Berserker signed the treaty.

Gobber carefully collected the pages, taking care not to smudge the new ink on the final one, and set another document in its place: the formal terms of the kinship exchange. Hiccup's stomach flipped. Again, he only pretended to read. He knew what it said. In a few days, he would leave with Dagur for Berserker Island. However long he stayed depended upon how long it took him to conceive- but after five months into his pregnancy, he and Dagur would return to Berk and Dagur would stay until the birth of Hiccup's heir. Two years later, it would be the opposite and they would start on Berk trying to create a second baby for Dagur.

It really seemed insane, Hiccup thought, how public this was and that anyone would agree to this, in-between or not. Dagur was deranged, so what was Hiccup excuse?

That it solved so many problems. That he could accomplish something useful, something important with a task he'd been staring down his whole life as a miserable and inconvenient necessity.

_If I have to do this anyway, I may as well save the archipelago while I'm at it._

Hadn't he been the one to decide he needed to do this? A long time ago, Stoick had reminded him that he had other options. Hiccup hadn't wanted that. He wanted a child.

He looked into Dagur's eyes and nodded. Standing side by side, they together placed their signatures on the page.

_It's done_, he thought. His hand started to shake. _I did it. I bought us peace._

"Hiccup…"

He heard Dagur breathe his name and looked towards him. The other man was smiling- not a grin, not a leer, but an actual smile, one full of adoration. Hiccup didn't feel equal to the gesture, but he forced himself to smile back.

_It's fine. Everything is fine now. I've won._

Berkian and Berserker alike cheered.

* * *

><p><em>"You missed quite a party…"<em> Gobber had said the day after Hiccup had proposed the exchange. Hiccup knew he was missing another one now as he retreated from the hall. Soon everyone would be roaring and singing and getting drunk in celebration of the treaty. They were so happy, so sure the treaty would work, because he had validated it. In his head, that seemed like nonsense.

He arrived home and went to his room, where Toothless was waiting. He could fly off and find a nice cove for sleeping, as he had the last time this had happened, but he didn't feel like fleeing. He didn't know what he wanted. He sat down on his bed and reflected.

He was glad that he was leaving Berk, because his life felt like a mess. He'd broken his relationships with Stoick and Astrid- the first had been more fragile than he'd realized and the second was entirely due to his own oblivious cruelty. He regretted both, but Astrid more, because he was to blame and she had deserved so much better from him. The strange thing was, when he thought about it, he hated that he had hurt her and that he had lost her friendship, but that he would never marry her felt surprisingly easy to accept. It made him wonder if Astrid had been right- maybe she _had_ been convenient to him. If that was true, that made things worse. It meant he had been using her even before Dagur had jumped off his boat.

A knock came from downstairs- not on the stairs, but the front door. Not Stoick then. Hiccup tried to think of who else might not be out participating in the revelry. Astrid, but he doubted she'd seek him. Possibly Dagur if he'd noticed and worried that Hiccup had gone, but that didn't seem likely either; since they'd last spoken in his tent, the Berserker had let Hiccup initiate all of their encounters. He got off his bed and went downstairs to answer. To his surprise, it was Gobber.

"I thought you'd be in the great hall with everyone else," Hiccup said.

"Oh, I'll be going back there in a moment," Gobber replied, "but I wanted to see how you are."

Hiccup shrugged.

"That bad, is it?"

"No. This is what I wanted, it's just…" He sighed. "How would you feel if an entire island threw a party because you're going to try to get pregnant? Never mind there wouldn't be a party if that kinship exchange had just been signed by the _daughter_ of Stoick the Vast, would there?"

He surprised himself at the bitterness in his tone. There wasn't a daughter of Stoick the Vast and no one, least of all his father, had ever complained about that. But if she had existed, why would she have been valued so much less than he was? It didn't seem right- wasn't he equal to her and to any man or any woman, whether that person possessed one world or two? This specialness- which seemed more an idea thrust upon him than anything real- isolated him, made him feel more like a thing than a person.

"Hiccup," Gobber said, "what you are is playing a factor, but you're overestimating it. I can't speak for the Berserkers, but for the rest of us, this treaty feels right because you're standing behind it. You're the one who gave us dragons and no one will ever forget it. When you say there's another way, that's why people trust you."

"I wish I could believe that."

"If anyone else had suggested your plan, I'd be more than a little nervous about how it will shake out. But if there's someone who can make this work, that's you."

He smiled wanly. "Thanks, but you're not someone who believes I have powers."

"Actually, I've never said if I do or if I don't- and I never will," Gobber said with a slight grin. "Well, I best be off. Someone needs to get Stoick drunk- the sooner the better. Stop by the workshop tomorrow. I have some things you'll be needing to take with you to Berserker Island."

"I will. Uh… have fun?"

Gobber laughed. "You can count on it."

The older Viking walked off and Hiccup shut the door. He wasn't sure their talk made him feel any better. Now his mind was running through what ifs, things he hadn't had time to ponder before since he had been so busy trying to manage Stoick and Dagur and everyone else.

What if he could have been the daughter of Stoick the Vast? Would that have made his life any easier? No, he thought, he couldn't have done that without being a completely different person. That life would have been a lie. Besides, it wasn't a woman he wanted to be.

He wanted to feel normal in his skin and most days he did. When he was younger, his physical strength and stature had placed him so far below Stoick's and everyone else's expectations that self-loathing would have been easy, but something inside him had refused to let him think of himself as wrong just because of his body. He was different and that was fine; it was a way of thinking he tried to apply to all of himself, but his problems weren't all equal.

He moved and dressed and spoke the way that felt natural to him and so far everyone had seen what he projected, not what he concealed, until he had outright told them the first world existed. Now, he was going to do the most feminine thing possible- and before he had pretended it would be fine because so few people would know, because only his wife and Toothless would see him pregnant. He had considered it as a temporary failure state which he could hide. Could he convince himself that he had been looking at it the wrong way? Could it be masculine- or something that didn't make him less a man? Was that a lie he had to tell himself or a truth he had to create?

He wanted a child, but it made him uncomfortable and even angry thinking of what that mandated for him, that he might have to sacrifice his own sense of self for it. It helped him to look at this like a solution to a problem, to give himself a cause: his duty to Berk, the sake of peace. Other things that he did believe in, that felt right and were unquestionably Hiccup-things. Oddly, he realized, he had no idea how he would have stopped the failure of the treaty if he were a single-world male. The kinship exchange would have never been an option. What would he have done? Married Dagur and become shackled to the other man for life? Maybe, but dodging that arrow that wasn't a reason to be grateful for the first world.

He hadn't chosen what he was, but he decided what he did with it. This was the path he believed was best. He would face it boldly and, if he could, embrace it.
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**Chapter Twenty-Four**

"Wow, it's quiet out there. Everyone recovering?" Hiccup asked as he stepped into Gobber's workshop.

"I would be too, if I hadn't had to stay sober for your father," Gobber remarked and then, with a good-natured chortle, asked, "Are you sure your patron isn't Aegir? I swear there's not a drop of mead left on Berk."

"I didn't think I had a patron, but I'm starting to suspect Loki."

He meant it as a joke; he didn't think the gods watched him that closely. Of course, everyone _else_ believed that they did… and, almost sighing, Hiccup decided it wasn't worthwhile to follow this course of thought any further.

"You said you had something for me?" he asked.

"A few things," Gobber said. "Catch."

He tossed a large sack towards Hiccup. From the way it arched, Hiccup could tell it was light and caught it in his arms. Setting it on the table, he undid the string binding it. "What's this?"

"New clothes. The sort you'll be needing."

Hiccup pulled out a shirt, dyed in the shade of green he preferred. He held it by the shoulders and its long material unfurled in a ripple. With a baffled laugh, he asked, "Are you sure this for me? This looks sized to my father."

"Oh, it's for you. Think about it a moment."

He did. Then dropped the shirt in horror and shuddered back from the table. "Are you _sure_ there's no more mead in the village?"

"None for you. We know what will happen," Gobber insisted, waving his hook at him. "Now the other thing…"

This was a much smaller pouch and Gobber carefully slid it across the table. Inside, Hiccup found a mix of dried herbs. "And these are…?"

"A special blend. Family recipe, in fact! They aid fertility. You only, don't give them to Dagur. They'll just mess him up."

"Ahhh… okay." Hiccup closed the bag and, unnerved, gingerly held its top between his pinched fingers. Then he decided he was acting ridiculous- it was time to stop squirming away from this. Hadn't he been the one to decide this was his fate? He cupped the pouch in his palm. "Thanks. I guess I need these."

"Ach, you probably don't, but a little help never hurts," Gobber said. "Same dosage as moonsbane and just as often."

"Okay. When should I start?"

"Now, I'd say. You've got little more than a week before you start trying, don't you?"

"That's true…"

"And remember, once something gets sparked it's you doing all the work," Gobber said. "So in the meantime, you make sure Dagur knows it's _his_ job to put his back into it. Don't let him get away with halves. He fills your cup before he gets to decide it's done. You know what I mean?"

Hiccup had a pretty good idea what Gobber meant and felt his face heat. "Yeah, I do. I'll tell Dagur if he's not measuring up."

"Oh, I think that lad has the measure, but it takes more than that!" Gobber declared, slapping his knee and laughing.

_Are we really having this conversation? _Hiccup questioned in bewilderment. The entire situation suddenly struck him as unreal. What he'd started out desperately denying he wanted, what he had then begun insisting he needed- it was finally going to happen. He was going to sleep with Dagur and it would be only one milestone on this bizarre path he'd never dreamed his life would take.

"Gobber… all the houses in the village… they're taken, right? So someone would have to build a new one if…"

Instantly sobering, Gobber replied, "Stoick told me what you said to him."

That information didn't surprise Hiccup, but he was startled to hear it. He knew that he and his father both confided in Gobber, but usually the other Viking kept what was said in confidence, not even mentioning the conversations happened.

"And I meant it. It's obviously time I left," Hiccup said.

"He doesn't want you to go."

"Really? Maybe he should try saying that to me. Not sure I'd believe him. Everything he's been doing tells me something else!" he exclaimed, frustrated and bitter.

"He's afraid for you, Hiccup-"

"He won't even try to listen and now he's even insulting. It's worse than when I was a kid-"

"About that." Gobber raised his hook. "You poked him right in a sore spot, did you know that? Bringing up your childhood- I thought you knew how he feels about that. Don't you realize how much he regrets it, the way he made things in the past? He's not going to treat your babe the same way."

"I don't know how you can expect me to believe that," Hiccup insisted. "Not with the way he's acting."

"I realize to you this looks like the same situation you were dealing with years ago, but it's not quite. I'm not excusing Stoick. He could be handling this much better. But you're not seeing it for what it is if you think it's disappointment he feels. Listen, you're going to be gone for almost half a year, maybe longer. See how things are when you come back and then decide. Is that fair?"

_No_, he thought. At this point, he felt that Stoick shouldn't need another chance, having already squandered plenty. But he didn't want to continue fighting with Gobber, so he said, "Alright. I'll wait."

"You think I can't tell when you're only saying something?" Gobber chided gently. "I know how Stoick can be and, no, he hasn't been fair. But he loves you. He'll come around, so the question is: when he does, will you be able to forgive him? What do you need- from him and from yourself- for that to happen?"

* * *

><p>"That's why you call him Toothless!"<p>

"Yep," Hiccup said. He lay on Toothless' back, petting the top of the Night Fury's head, while Dagur scratched under the dragon's chin. Hiccup could tell Toothless wasn't entirely comfortable with Dagur- he still eyed the Berserker suspiciously- but he no longer growled on sight and his teeth were retracted.

About time, considering they were set to leave Berk tomorrow.

"Aren't you amazing?" Dagur cooed at Toothless. "A magnificent Night Fury, just like your magnificent little-"

"Uh un. No pet names," Hiccup reminded.

"You said I get one."

"You haven't picked one yet."

"You mean one you _like_."

Smiling, he shook his head. "You're impossible."

And amazingly, even though he had just said it, he no longer meant it. Dagur had become significantly less obnoxious in the past weeks. He still had his wild moments and said embarrassing things, but overall he acted less hyper and wasn't so grabby or insistent about Hiccup's attention. Sure, he still made innuendos, but Hiccup responded to those and hadn't told him to knock them off, so that seemed fair. He had stopped saying the things that had truly made Hiccup uncomfortable- he no longer talked about love.

_But you do still love me, as much as you understand what love is, don't you?_ Hiccup thought with sudden guilt. Was it fair how he was using Dagur? He reminded himself that this situation demanded so much of him and Dagur because of the past Dagur had chosen; they both had to deal with the consequences- political, personal, and emotional. Hiccup had found the happiest solution and Dagur couldn't ask for more than that.

Dagur's voice cut into his thoughts, asking, "So, when do I get to fly him?"

"Huh?"

"When do I get to fly Toothless?"

Beneath him, Hiccup felt Toothless balk. Speaking for himself and his dragon, he answered, "You don't. Toothless is my dragon. When we get to your island, we'll find you your own dragon and I'll teach you to fly with him."

"Okay. I know what I want," Dagur said. "I want a Skrill."

Hiccup didn't know whether to be exasperated or amused, but he certainly wasn't surprised. Patiently, he said, "I'd revisit that choice. Skrills are as rare as Night Furies and Toothless is the only one of his kind I've ever met. You can't count on finding one."

"You forget, I found a Skrill once."

_Oh boy, no, I haven't forgotten about that_, he thought. Did Dagur suspect that Hiccup knew where that iceberg was? It had moved a bit over the years, and during that time Hiccup had tracked it, worried about that Skrill falling into malevolent hands. But Dagur shouldn't even know the Skrill was in the iceberg again. He had been dealing with the immediate effects of electrocution at the time and if he had seen anything, it would have been the Skrill chasing Hiccup and Toothless into the distance.

"That makes it less likely you'll find another," Hiccup said.

"You could find one for me."

Hiccup gave a start. _Could_ Dagur know about the iceberg? Uneasily, he asked, "What makes you say that?"

"You called down a Night Fury. You could definitely call down a Skrill!" Dagur answered excitedly.

Groaning, he thumped his head lightly against Toothless' hide. No, Dagur didn't know anything, this was another "Hiccup is magic" thing. He shouldn't be surprised; Dagur- along with almost everyone else on Berk at this point- had implied he believed Hiccup had powers.

"Okay, let me tell you a story," he said. He slid off Toothless' back and stood. "When I was little, you know that I was _really_ little. I couldn't lift an ax, much less throw one, but I wanted to kill a dragon. So, I made a machine to throw things for me- in this case, a net. And then I paid attention. I noticed that every time the scary purple fire came down, a few moments before that there'd be a screech and then a second when I could see something. So one night, I rolled out my little catapult, I waited for the screech, and I took the shot."

Delighted by the tale, Dagur smiled eagerly and declared, "That's how you met Toothless!"

"That's how I _maimed_ Toothless," Hiccup sharply corrected. "I didn't summon him out of the sky. I shot him and I injured him- and then I took care of him, which is why he forgave me. Everything with Toothless, I _did_. No chanting or charms or anything like that. It was skill and then it was kindness when I realized I messed up. I could never regret meeting Toothless, but hurting him? Every day, that's something I wish I could have done differently."

A sad warble came from Toothless and then, suddenly, the Night Fury pressed his snout against Hiccup's face, awkwardly trying to nuzzle him.

"Oh, hey, bud," Hiccup acknowledged softly, reaching up to pet him. "I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to make you feel bad. I'm okay. You okay? I am. Really, I am."

After a little affection, Toothless was satisfied and backed away. Hiccup looked over to see that Dagur had been studying them both with an oddly wistful expression.

"Before you started teaching me, I didn't realize he was your friend," Dagur said.

"My best friend," he agreed. "That's how it should be with you and your dragon. I'm not giving you weapons, Dagur. Do you understand that?"

"I knew you didn't see them that way. I wondered how that was possible."

"Most of what you know about dragons is wrong. But it's understandable why the war between us got started. We didn't know the reason they attacked us, that they were being controlled or that they could be trained. Someone had to take the first step and try."

"Try with dragons and with… me?"

"Uh…" Hiccup hesitated, feeling awkward. He could see the parallel Dagur had drawn: that, as with Toothless, he was giving the Berserkers a chance to show they had a better nature. "Well, peace is always worth the risk. Toothless taught me that."

Dagur hummed and turned his head aside. He had a slight smile on his face, but his brow was furrowed in thought.

After a few moments, Hiccup remarked, "You being quiet is kind of weird."

"What do you mean?" Dagur turned his head back, giving him a confused look. "What's so odd about it?"

"You're almost never quiet," he said, and then realized it wasn't true. He had seen Dagur quiet. The man had been soft-spoken and pensive during their conversation inside Hiccup's house, and he had been subdued and somber when they had spoken again in Dagur's tent. "I mean, you can be quiet, but you're usually… you."

"Is that a problem?" Dagur sounded worried.

"Er…" Wow, what a question. It made Hiccup feel guilty, realizing he'd said something stupidly callous, and it also made him nervous. He was less concerned about an answer angering Dagur than he was that the other man might take it to heart and do something ridiculous in response. "Remember when you said you wanted me to be Hiccup? I want you to be Dagur. Because, honestly, I'm not sure who that is anymore, but I'd really like to find out."

Dagur tilted his head, still looking contemplative. Then he smiled, lips curling back to flash his teeth. "Well, Hiccup of Berk, sometimes Dagur the Deranged is quiet."

He descended to his knees and took up Hiccup's hand, kissing his fingers. It was a light, tickling touch and Hiccup giggled.

"And when Dagur is quiet…"

"He puts his mouth to other uses," the Berserker answered, a mischievous glint in his eyes. "If I can make you happy, I will."
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**Chapter Twenty-Five**

Astrid wasn't at the docks. Hiccup hadn't expected her to be. He wondered if anyone else noted her absence. He hadn't seen the cliff side so full since the last Berserker skirmish years ago. Nearly the entire isle had come to see him off.

While Dagur darted from boat to boat bellowing last minute orders, Hiccup stood in a knot with Toothless and his friends. They were all smiling and it made the moment feel strangely normal, almost relaxed.

"I bet their island is awesome!" Snotlout exclaimed. "You know, with all that plundering they do, they've got to have some good stuff. And you'll be having fun, won't you. Eh, eh?"

He nudged Hiccup with his elbow. Hiccup gave him a dubious look and shook his head.

"You are so lucky," Ruffnut added. "I bet that man could spin someone around while-"

"That doesn't actually sound like fun," Hiccup said.

"In fact, I bet if you took him up on Toothless, he could hang on while-"

"And that sounds like really embarrassing death."

She grinned. "Bring back some for the rest of us."

"Sure," he drawled, wondering what she meant. Bring home a few Berserker soldiers for her to play with? If she wanted to try a workout with some of Dagur's entourage the next time they were on Berk, she hardly needed Hiccup's assistance to make that happen. "Well, it's time. Don't burn down Berk while I'm gone."

"I make no promises," Tuffnut declared, nodding his head.

Hiccup smiled. "Goodbye, everyone."

He walked to the end of the pier, Toothless beside him. His shield and bags were tied to the Night Fury's saddle. Full of clothing and papers, the bags were light; the heaviest thing Hiccup was bringing was the golden Gronckle iron armor and currently he was wearing it. He passed by a line of familiar faces: Mulch and Bucket, Spitelout and the other warriors, Gothi and Gobber- and then, at the very end, Stoick.

Hiccup couldn't think of anything to say to his father, but he didn't want to leave his home on a sour note. Turning towards Stoick, he began, "Dad-"

Stoick grabbed him and pulled him into a fierce hug.

"Dad?" Hiccup repeated, this time in confusion.

Stoick pulled away, but kept his hands clamped tightly on Hiccup's shoulders. Hiccup looked at his face and almost gasped. That wasn't… those couldn't be tears in Stoick's eyes?

"Promise me, if this doesn't go like you expect… if he hurts you…" Stoick's voice broke and he stopped to take a breath. "I don't care what state you're in, you get on Toothless and you come home. Promise me."

"Dad…"

Stoick looked as he rarely did: afraid. It was as Gobber as said. Everything his father had done had been out of fear, but the way he'd acted- his stubbornness and demanding assertions of authority- had made it easy for Hiccup to forget that. Hiccup wanted to say something to ease Stoick's anguish, especially when he knew there was no point to it. Dagur _would_ treat him well, he didn't doubt that anymore. But he knew already Stoick wouldn't listen to such a claim. It would only make his fears worse, confirm for him that Hiccup was the one acting blindly. So he gave Stoick the words he knew his father wanted.

"I promise, Dad. I love you."

There was no more that could be said. He turned away and approached the nearest ship. Dagur appeared at the top of the gangplank.

"Are we ready?" Hiccup called.

"No. You're not on board," Dagur answered, smiling a half-grin.

Hiccup took a deep breath. With a gentle press, he coaxed Toothless up the gangplank in front of him. For some reason, it felt easier to follow his dragon than to lead. He was leaving behind Berk, his home, the world he knew- and also the world he had changed, once in the past and hopefully now once again. His trepidation was anxiety for the unknown, the unforeseen obstacles ahead on Berserker Island. Leaving Berk was a relief. His personal life was a mess and what was needed, before there could be reconciliation, was time. Stoick needed time to calm and Astrid time to nurse her well-deserved rage- and Hiccup needed time to consider what he wanted from his father and what he could give to the friend he had lost.

The gangplank was pulled, the sails unfurled, and at last the order given to depart. Cheers arose from the boats and from the people on the docks. Hiccup walked towards the bow of the ship and did not look back.

* * *

><p>"How long until we reach your island?" Hiccup asked. He had taken off his armor and stowed it with his bags, seeing no reason to wear it around the boat. It was probably a drowning hazard and he already had a metal leg counteracting his buoyancy.<p>

"If we had a good wind, a day and a half. But this…" Dagur looked up and snarled at the sky, as if trying to intimidate the clouds. "Could be twice as long."

_Which means I could get there in less than a day on Toothless_, Hiccup thought, but had no intention of suggesting it. He needed to arrive with Dagur and the ships. "At least it's not raining."

As soon as he said it, he realized he had given the perfect cue for a downpour to start. Nothing happened- the gods were feeling charitable today.

So it would be two, possibly three days on a boat with nothing to do except talk. And talk about what was a good question, because there was absolutely no privacy; all three ships were small and stuffed with warriors. But maybe the closeness could be used to breed some familiarity.

"Hey, bud," Hiccup said softly, nudging Toothless. "Why don't you make some friends?"

Toothless looked around and then gamboled over to one of the soldiers. He smiled at the man, revealing his gums. The man's face was concealed by his helmet, but his eyes fixed upon Toothless warily. Hiccup chuckled and approached them.

"Give me your hand," he said to the warrior.

"Uh…" Nervous, the other man held out his arm limply.

Good enough, Hiccup decided. He guided the Berserker's hand under Toothless' chin and said, "Scratch."

He felt the motion of the man's fingers following his instructions. Toothless warbled happily- the sound was exaggerated, which meant the Night Fury realized this was training and was trying to be encouraging- and then flopped onto the deck.

_Overselling it a little, aren't you?_ Hiccup wanted to laugh, but this was probably what the Berserkers needed to see. A few other warriors approached Toothless curiously.

"Okay," Hiccup said brightly. "Who's next?"

He watched the Berserkers tensely shuffle around, but eventually one of them offered her hand. Their timidity reminded Hiccup of his first days observing Toothless in the woods- but unlike them, he had been taking a true risk interacting with the still wild Night Fury. They didn't realize that the dragon before them was tame. It was Toothless training them right now, introducing them to the idea that dragons were friendly.

"How did you teach him not to bite you?" someone asked.

"I didn't. I showed him he doesn't have a reason to bite me," Hiccup replied. "Training a dragon isn't breaking him of his nature. It's showing him that he can trust you and earning his loyalty."

"Their nature is to burn and steal!" another voice protested, but with an uneasy timbre, as if afraid to contradict him. Out of uncertainty or superstition, Hiccup wondered. He walked his worlds openly now, which meant he could expect fewer people to ever disagree with him.

Shaking his head, he replied, "No, it isn't. Dragons attack out of defense or need- and they learn and remember. It doesn't matter who made the first strike anymore. They know you're dangerous and that's why they keep attacking you. It's become a cycle. And I'm going to end that, just like I did for Berk."

After letting a few more Berserkers pet the unholy offspring of lightning and death, Hiccup decided it was time to remind them off Toothless' less cuddly traits. After all, he didn't want to go too far and convince them they shouldn't be wary of Berk's firepower or any dragon's capacity for ferociousness. He nudged Toothless up and climbed onto the saddle.

"Ready to fly?" Hiccup asked.

Toothless huffed a note of assent.

"Then let's give them a show."

With a powerful flap, a gust that buffeted back the soldiers, Toothless took to the air. Above them was plenty of open sky, but not much for obstacles; when they were ready to show off some tight turns, they would wind a course around the ships. For now, they soared upward, taking loops that Hiccup thought of as basic maneuvers but earned ooohs and gasps from the audience below.

"Plasma blast, Toothless."

Toothless knew it was for show and shot one harmlessly into the sky, turning away so that he didn't fly Hiccup through the heat. The small explosion of purple would have looked more impressive against a night sky, but the Berserkers responded as he'd hoped, with exclamations of surprise and admiration.

"Now let's get in close."

They swooped down and whizzed between two of the ships, kicking up a spray of water, then pulled up into another loop. Amidst the noises of the crowd, he heard someone calling his name, shouting for attention.

"Hiccup! Hiccup! Hiiiiick-uuuup!"

He turned his head and saw Dagur jumping up and down, waving his arms.

"Hiccup! Hi-i-i-ick-up!"

"Ugh. One minute he acts like a normal person, the next he goes beyond obnoxious," Hiccup muttered to Toothless. "You want to mess with him?"

Toothless' response to that was of course yes.

"Dagur!" Hiccup shouted back. "Hey, Dagur!"

"Hiccup!" Dagur called out, bouncing happily now that he'd been noticed.

After another loop, Hiccup directed Toothless to veer downward, aiming for as close to the deck of the main ship as they could safely manage. He stood up in the saddle and held out his arm, as if reaching for Dagur. Excited, Dagur extended his hand towards him, making grabby motions. Hiccup wasn't sure what Dagur thought he intended- possibly to snatch him and pull him up onto Toothless behind him, which wasn't something Hiccup had the strength to do without wrenching his shoulder- but his goal was something else. At the last moment, he swung his hand up, grabbed onto one of Dagur's horns, and pulled the helmet clean off the other man's head.

"Hiccup!" Dagur roared at their backs as they flew away.

Laughing, Hiccup looked over his shoulder and held the helmet up like a trophy. "You want this?"

"You bring that back!"

"You'll get it back. Eventually!"

Hiccup laughed again and turned forward. He almost put the helmet on his head, but then reconsidered. Dagur's head was a lot bigger than his and it would probably fall off. Best to keep ahold of the horn so he didn't drop it in the ocean.

"Hiccup! _Hiccup_!"

Toothless spun around for another pass and Hiccup saw that Dagur wasn't standing idle as he fumed. Instead, the Berserker had begun scaling the mast of his ship.

"I'm going to get you, Hiccup!"

"How are you going to get me?" he shouted back as Dagur reached the top and stood on the yard of the sail. "You're not going to jump!"

"Oh, yes I am!"

"You're not going to get me! You're going to go splat on the deck or fall into the ocean!"

"No, I'm going to get you!"

"No, you're crazy!"

"Yes, I am!"

"He's an idiot," Hiccup muttered to Toothless. "We have no reason to fly anywhere near- wait, Toothless, what are you doing?"

The Night Fury apparently had his own idea of how this confrontation should shake down. Heading crosswise towards the ship, he aimed towards Dagur.

"No!" Hiccup snapped. "No, this is stupid-"

As they neared, Dagur took the jump- and Toothless extended his paws forward to shove him back, sending him on an arc into the ocean.

"Toothless!" Hiccup reprimanded. "Land now!"

As soon as they were on the deck, he jumped out of the saddle. He dropped the helmet and ran towards the railing. Over the side, Dagur had already broken through the surface and was splashing in the water, looking furious. Hiccup sighed. He was alright- Dagur could have broken his leg against the ship, but instead he'd landed in a salt water bath.

"You deserve this, you know!" Hiccup called at him and got a snarl from the Berserker in return. "Hang on."

One of the soldiers already had a rope in hand. Hiccup took it from her and tossed it over the rail. Dagur swam for it and started to climb. Hiccup leaned over to give him a hand as he reached the top.

Dagur took it and yanked him over the side, dropping him straight into the water.

Hiccup was shocked by the sudden coldness of the plunge. He felt himself start to sink and forcefully pushed himself up. Breaking through, he gasped for air. His head went down again. He pushed back up, sputtering and leaning his head back to try to keep his nose above water.

"What's the matter, Hiccup?" Dagur taunted. "Can't swim?"

"I can swim!" Hiccup shouted and then added furiously, "I have a _metal leg_, you jerk!"

"Oh," he said. Then he exclaimed, "Oh!"

He let go of the rope, falling back into the water, and swam for Hiccup.

* * *

><p>Changing out of his wet clothes and into drier ones presented a particular challenge for Hiccup. The code of modesty on ships was, of necessity, not to become overly troubled about it; which such little space, privacy was impossible. In his situation, that didn't work. The problem wasn't swapping his shirt or his pants, it was the wrap. He'd rather stay wet and clammy than let anyone watch him replace it. But he found a solution through Toothless, who raised his wings to serve as curtains, letting him adjust and dress in relative seclusion.<p>

A few minutes after Toothless' wings came down, Dagur approached. Hiccup gave him an annoyed glance, then looked away. Dagur held out to him a chunk of bread with a piece of cured fish resting on it. Wordlessly, he accepted it.

"I don't see why you're mad at me," Dagur said. "You knocked me into the water first."

"No, that was all Toothless," Hiccup replied and then gave the Night Fury a sharp look. "Toothless being a very bad dragon."

Toothless blinked his eye, not seeming rebuked in the least.

"How was I supposed to know that?" Dagur whined.

"Doesn't matter. You're the one who decided to be crazy and jump off the mast. You're lucky Toothless threw you into the ocean. You could have broken your neck and then where would we be? I kind of need you alive, at least for the next few years, okay?"

"Oh? Just the next few years?" he asked, his voice becoming suggestive.

"Not in the mood, Dagur."

Sighing, Dagur sat down next to him. Hiccup considered telling him that he wasn't welcome, but realized he didn't feel that strongly about it. He shrugged and ate the bread, giving the fish to Toothless. It wasn't raw like the Night Fury preferred, but Toothless accepted it anyway.

"Hiccup," Dagur said softly, "what you said to the others about dragons- about their nature. Is that true?"

"I wouldn't have said it if I didn't believe it. Not all breeds are friendly, but remember the Screaming Death? Even he just wanted his mother and left us alone after that."

"What about the Red Death? I only know the rumors, but didn't he control the other dragons and make them attack you?"

"I'm not sure if he made them attack or made them desperate enough to attack. But from everything I've observed, he's an exception, not the rule. There are people who will choose war over peace even when it wouldn't be hard to get along. Maybe dragons are the same. There are some bad ones that stand out from the rest, but we can't judge them all by those few."

"All those years ago, when I captured Toothless and he growled at me, I thought he was just being a dragon and that eventually I could get him to obey me like he does you," Dagur said. He lowered his eyes, continuing solemnly, "But that wasn't true, was it? He hated me. I never would have been able to control him."

"No, you wouldn't have," Hiccup said quietly.

He didn't want to think about this. The inevitable conclusion was too ugly. Either Dagur would have killed Toothless or Toothless would have killed him- but that last scenario would only have happened if Hiccup had died.

"Would you really have killed me?" Hiccup asked suddenly and immediately regretted it. That wasn't an answer he wanted to know. Did he need to know?

"I… don't think so," Dagur answered, but there was a shaky uncertainty in his tone.

Without thinking- he didn't need to think, he somehow knew- he said, "You're lying, aren't you?"

"Hiccup… I…" Dagur's lip quivered and he sounded scared. "I didn't understand what I felt. And I thought it was the way I was supposed to act. So I don't know. Maybe if I'd had the chance, I would have made myself do it. But if I had… I'd be empty now."

There was one thing in that statement that kept Hiccup from feeling completely horrified. It was that Dagur had said it was the way he thought he should act.

_"I'm going to kill you, dragon… I'm going to cut out your heart and take it to my father… I am a Viking…"_

His very first words to Toothless, spoken out of duty and shame. Hiccup had faced that moment and made the right choice. And Dagur, looking back, was being honest in admitting that with the same decision before him, he would have made the wrong one.

Did what ifs matter when he believed that Dagur now knew that would have been a terrible, destructive choice? How did what _could_ have been carry more weight than the present or the future? Hiccup realized he didn't know if Dagur deserved to be forgiven, but it was something he was going to have to do. Perhaps even something he wanted to do. They had both decided already to move on.

"I'm glad you won," Dagur said.

"I'm glad you know that," he answered.

Sometimes, forgiveness came one small step at a time. Hiccup placed his hand over Dagur's.
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**Chapter Twenty-Six**

That night Hiccup fell asleep to the rocking of the ocean while wrapped in Toothless' wings.

Dagur started off the next day antsy. He'd barely finished breakfast before he began darting around the boat giving unnecessary orders- mostly telling each of the soldiers to do something they were already in the middle of accomplishing. Then, insanely, he took a leap off the railing and onto the ship beside them. It was a wonder he didn't fall in the ocean- someone else could throw him a rope this time! Hiccup watched for the other Berserkers' reactions to his frantic behavior. None of them seemed troubled by it; he even caught a warrior or two nodding and smiling fondly. Amazing, they actually enjoyed following their mad chief.

At about noon, Dagur dropped back onto the lead ship and bounded towards Hiccup.

"Hello, my little-"

"No. No pet names until you run them by me," Hiccup insisted. "And nothing with 'little' in it. My name is already 'Hiccup'."

"But you are little. Look at my hand! I can fit your head in my hand-"

Dagur lifted his hand as if he wanted to try it and Hiccup gently pushed his arm away.

"Yes, you're very large," he agreed and then blanched. If _everything_ about Dagur was very large…

_"How's it going to fit that thing into the wee one?"_ Gobber had asked.

Ow. Oh, ow.

"That picture wasn't to scale, right?" Hiccup asked.

"What picture?"

"Never mind. When do you think we'll reach your island?"

"We made bad time yesterday, but the wind's picking up," Dagur said. "Tomorrow morning, most likely."

"What happens when we get there?"

"What do you mean?" Dagur questioned, glancing down and then up over Hiccup. He blew a little kiss and grinned.

Oh, there were the bubbles. And the heat. Hiccup had wondered where they'd gone. "Yes, obviously. But it's not like you're going to toss me off the ship and then we just go at it on the docks."

"No, we'd probably get splinters. And I'd like to take a bath first."

"Good hygiene, I appreciate that," Hiccup said, choosing not to dwell on the first part of Dagur's logic. "So, where will I be staying?"

"My house, of course."

"In your room?"

"Of course!" Dagur chirped brightly, then gave a hesitant look. "I assume that's what you want."

"Yeah, that's what I assumed we were doing. I mean, it makes sense," Hiccup finished.

They needed easy access to each other to get the job done. But Hiccup decided it best not to mention that he wasn't certain he would stay with Dagur for his entire visit. Although he felt sure of the treaty now, friendship with the chief was another matter. Living with Dagur could be a challenge to find serenity in the middle of roiling chaos. As far as Hiccup could tell, Dagur might be _capable_ of quiet, but he still chose to act loud and crazy, yesterday's behavior a prime example. If Hiccup found that to be in the case within the man's home, once he confirmed he was pregnant he would make other arrangements- even if that meant sleeping in the woods with Toothless as his pillow.

And speaking of his dragon…

"Toothless needs to stay near me. Will that be a problem?"

"No, I figured that. That's why I build a stable onto the house," Dagur answered.

"You built a- what? When did you do that?" Hiccup demanded. "You would have had to before…"

Of course, how could he forget? Dagur had come to Berk assuming he would bring Hiccup home, either as a prisoner or as a husband.

Was this going to be a problem, Hiccup wondered. It shouldn't be. He thought he had put the matter to rest the day he'd shouted at Dagur in his tent. Since then, Dagur hadn't said "I love you" nor mentioned marriage or even being a couple, but Hiccup worried that the physical closeness they'd soon have, the fact that he'd be staying in Dagur's bed and eventually begin to show carrying Dagur's child, would encourage the man to revert to unwanted courtship behavior. Yet there was nothing Hiccup could do about that now. He could only wait and see if it happened, then deal with it if it did.

"Um… there will be a feast for the treaty, of course," Dagur said. "If we arrive early enough, and we should, it can be tomorrow."

"Okay."

"With a kinship exchange, it's customary to hold the celebration on the same night as we… start," Dagur finished with a slight smile. "So tomorrow night, do you want to _start_?"

"Uh…"

Hiccup found himself with his tongue heavy and his heart pounding. How many times had they already almost "started"? At least three by his count and one of them was before the offer of exchange. Yet presented with finally scheduling the event, he all but froze as his nerves frizzled and sputtered alarm.

There was no reason it shouldn't be tomorrow night. Once they were on Dagur's island there was no reason not to set about it as soon as possible. On top of that, Hiccup had been tracking his cycle as Gobber had recommended and now was a very good time. If they did start tomorrow, there was a decent chance he would become pregnant within the next few days.

Dagur could get him pregnant tomorrow night. And even if that didn't happen, he could still be having sex with Dagur tomorrow night. Why did both those things, which he had just spent weeks running around Berk insisting he wanted, suddenly make him want to shriek?

"Hiccup?" Dagur prodded.

"Uh… yeah, tomorrow. Tomorrow is… Let's." Hiccup took a breath and gathered himself. "Let's do it tomorrow."

Dagur smiled. Then he sighed. It was a gesture that caused his entire upper body to dip with happy release. Did that mean it counted as a swoon? Did Dagur just _swoon_?

"Oh, _Hiccup_. I've been waiting for so long-"

"I know and it's almost over. Yay," Hiccup said quickly. He wasn't sure if he'd melt or scream if Dagur got romantic right now. "Moving on, what's the dragon situation on your island?"

"Business, Hiccup? What about _pleasure_?" Dagur stuck out his tongue and licked his upper lip. Slowly.

"We're on a boat. With other people. It doesn't put me in the mood."

"But I can't resist _you_."

Bubbles. Dagur was being creepy and stupid, why was Hiccup feeling bubbles? "Hey, you know what's really attractive? Not this!" he completely lied and lightly bopped the side of Dagur's helmet. "Focus. Dragons."

"Fine," Dagur whined, then got serious. "It's not as bad as it used to be. We never got hit as hard as Berk did anyway. They come once or twice a month. If we don't chase them off first, they grab some yaks or baskets of fish and leave."

"They're only taking what they need. How badly are they cutting into your supplies?" Hiccup asked. "If they were friendly, could you let them have the food and still have enough for your people?"

Frowning, Dagur thought a moment and then said, "We could, but there will be times that would cut things close."

"Keep in mind that our dragons help us to hunt and fish. Not to mention that you'd get to choose the yaks they eat, so that will keep them from any that you're breeding or milking. Does that change the picture?"

"Maybe? You'll have to ask my sister. She keeps track of that boring domestic stuff."

Hiccup almost rolled his eyes. What an exemplary chief Dagur was. "Okay. Have you ever tried not attacking and letting them take the food?"

"A few years ago I had my men stand down. My idea was lure them in and capture a few live ones," he said. Then he added flatly, "They burned my house down."

"Oh. Uh… don't take it personally?" Hiccup suggested sheepishly. "They're probably so used to you attacking that it's what they expected. They made a pre-emptive strike."

"Oh, goodie, it wasn't mindless violence. How are we supposed to avoid fighting them, Hiccup? Because I just signed a paper promising that I'll outlaw that!"

_Yeah, you're one to criticize mindless violence_, he thought, but refrained from saying it. "The exact wording is that you won't kill a dragon unprovoked and without just cause, but that's not the point. When the Red Death died, that didn't automatically stop the raids on Berk either. What worked for us was our already tamed dragons. Show a dragon another dragon working peacefully with a human and he'll respond to it. You have an arena, right?"

"Of course," Dagur said.

"And you have captured dragons you keep for training and testing, right?"

"Uh… we did."

"Did?"

Dagur shrugged. "I let them go. And they flew off. Bye bye."

"That's, uh, benign of you," Hiccup said, confused. "Why?"

"The arena needed refurbishing. I wanted to make it less like Alvin's cages and more like your academy. Exactly like your academy in fact! We didn't have anywhere to put the dragons in the meantime."

"Less like _Alvin's_ cages?" he repeated. Remembering the caverns full of trapped dragons on Outcast Island, the word that came to mind was "grisly". "They were _that_ bad?"

"They're not anymore!" Dagur chirped and smiled as if he expected Hiccup to be pleased.

Hiccup screwed up his face and punched Dagur in the arm.

"Ow! Hey, I said I fixed them!"

Sighing, he admitted, "Okay, fine, you're right. You did a good thing. It was best for the dragons and I can't do anything to train your people without a safe arena. And you realized this on your own, so… I shouldn't have punched you. Sorry."

Rubbing his arm, Dagur asked, "Is that a problem? Did you need those dragons?"

"I had planned to pair them with Berserkers' first riders. It's what we did on Berk. Without them…" Hiccup frowned. "Unless something extraordinary shows up, Toothless and I should be able to calm the next attack. You'll need to prioritize capturing as many dragons as the arena can comfortably house. The rest you'll need to drive back using _non_-lethal weapons."

"You can stop the attack?" Dagur looked amazed. Hiccup hoped the man believed in him for the right reasons, not crazy ones.

"No, but we can mitigate it. And if I can get dragons to train and then riders into the sky, we can halt the second attack and prevent a third from happening. That's the idea. We show the dragons that things have changed and we want to be friends."

"You make it sound simple."

"I don't call a plan that involves me dodging balls and geysers of fire 'simple'," he replied sharply. "There's risk involved and I'm doing this for you."

Dagur smiled. "My brave little-"

"I said don't call me 'little'!" he snapped. "Would you pick a pet name already so I don't preemptively cringe every time?"

"I've tried, you don't like any of them. My Glow-worm, my heart-burner, my Skrill teaser-"

"No, no, and if I ever hear last one again, it'll be 'Skrill _crusher_'- got it?"

Dagur's face changed to reveal him properly unnerved by the possibility.

Hiccup shook his head. The treaty was going to work- the treaty would be fine. There was now peace, there would soon be tamed dragons on Berserker Island- but living with Dagur, whether there was any possibility of that experiment being a success remained to be seen. Would it be blasphemy to pray that the sex wouldn't be terrible? After this much angst and anticipation over it, if that was a letdown then Hiccup would know for certain the gods had it out for him.
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**Chapter Twenty-Seven**

Shortly after dawn, a lookout announced Berserker Island on the horizon. Hiccup finished breakfast, then put on his armor and readied Toothless. Off the side of the ship, he couldn't see anything through the mist, only dark shapes. As the sun continued to rise, it burned off the fog and the Berserker Island was revealed.

It was larger than Berk, but even at a distance Hiccup could see it lacked the color of his home. All of its buildings were brown and gray, reminding him of Berk ten years ago. No point devoting too much time to painting something that might burn down next week or even tomorrow. He realized that the strangest difference for him would be the lack of calm, peaceful dragons flying through town. On Berk, that was life as everyone knew it- here, it was still a dream.

"Ah, home," Dagur said, walking up behind Hiccup and clamping a hand on his shoulder.

"It's big," he replied.

"And you're going to make it better."

The ships pulled up to the docks. Someone on the island had spotted their arrival, for a party of armed warriors stood waiting, led by the largest woman Hiccup had ever seen. She was taller than Dagur, possibly of a height with Stoick. Two long black braids flowed out from under her helmet and her arms had enough muscle to snap a man's head back with her fist. She looked so intimidating that it was alluring.

"Nott!" Dagur shouted. He jumped off the boat- that man simply did not believe in using gangplanks. "Nott, I'm home!"

_Nott?_ Hiccup questioned. Was that… Dagur's sister? His jaw dropped. She was huge, bigger and stronger-looking than Dagur. It was a good thing she hadn't been in the great hall when he'd made that dumb comment about sharing a room with her; she would have turned him into a smear on the floor.

"Wait. Dagur and Nott…" he muttered to himself and then almost snorted. _Great job naming your kids, Oswald. _

He motioned for the Toothless to stay on the boat- a Night Fury showing up unannounced was certain to cause some unneeded clamor- and walked onto the dock. A man with the Berk crest on his belt might draw notice, too, but nothing like a dragon.

"Dagur!" Nott caught her brother as he barreled into her and wrapped her arms around him, lifting him clean off the dock as she gave him a hug that would have crushed a lesser man. "You took your sweet time. I had half a mind to sail for Berk myself and see that Stoick the Vast wasn't drinking from your skull!"

"They don't do that over there," Dagur answered dismissively.

Nott lowered him back onto the ground and pressed her fists against her hips. Cautiously, she began, "So, is it war or is it-"

"We have a treaty!" he exclaimed, raising his hands into the air.

The soldiers behind Nott gave a hearty cheer, but she herself stared at Dagur wide-eyed.

"How… how in Tyr's name did you manage that?" she stammered. "After all you've done to Berk, they were willing to reconcile?"

"Berk wants peace. And it wasn't really me that did it- Hiccup!" He turned around and waved. "Hey, Hiccup, come over here!"

_That's a cue_, Hiccup decided and approached. Nearing Nott, he had a better view of her and could see the family resemblance. She and her brother shared the same almond-shaped and bright green eyes and their faces were almost a match, save that Nott's nose was straighter and her chin lacked the fine point that Dagur's had. Right now, she was gaping at Hiccup, but she recovered quickly as he reached Dagur's side.

"I wondered if I'd ever meet you in person," she said. "I know who you are. Rider of the Night Fury, slayer of the Red Death… scourge of my brother's dreams. He talks about you all the time."

"Nott…" Dagur whined.

Hiccup gave a nervous laugh. "Really? That does not surprise me. But call me Hiccup."

"As you like. What are you doing here, Hiccup? Did your father send you as an envoy? Because I can't believe my fool brother would have talked you into a hearth marriage."

"Noooooott!"

How much did Nott know of what ran through her brother's head? Too much, possibly everything, was his impression so far. Dagur had mentioned something about taking advice from his sister awhile back, hadn't he?

"Envoy and something more. I'd rather explain in private," Hiccup said. "What Dagur said is true. He and my father have negotiated a treaty and the terms will benefit the Berserkers as much as they do Berk. I'm here to ensure that happens."

"A feast tonight, Nott!" Dagur declared. "We have announcements to make and they demand celebration!"

Nott looked at them both skeptically, but said, "Aye, that can be done. We've been preparing, in case you ever came back. Let's have you look over the hall and see if it's arranged to suit you."

"One moment," Hiccup said. He turned to towards the boat. This was silly, but he couldn't resist creating a little drama, and let out a dragon call. Toothless jumped from the ship and bounded towards him.

"Hold! Hold your weapons, _hold_!" Nott bellowed, swooping out her arms, as the Berserkers behind her began to rattle their axes.

Toothless rubbed against Hiccup's arms and then approached Nott, sniffing her. Nott took a cautious step back.

"It's alright," Hiccup said. "If you hold out your hand, he might let you touch him."

"Touch him!" she repeated in disbelief. "I heard this beast took out twenty-three ships."

"Twenty-seven," Dagur corrected.

"I thought it was only eighteen," Hiccup remarked.

"Six more sunk and three others caught fire after you flew away."

_Great, let's remind everyone I trashed the armada. _Did the Berserkers hate him? The soldiers Dagur had brought with him seemed to feel respect more than animosity for their past clashes, but was that true of the rest of Dagur's people?

Uncertain, Nott extended her hand. Toothless sniffed it and turned his head for her to pet his side. Her look remained apprehensive, but she lightly brushed her fingers against his scales.

"This is really the same creature that almost took off your face?" she asked Dagur.

Hiccup answered for him, "Warriors aren't aggressive all the time. Dragons are the same. Toothless knows we're not fighting you anymore."

"He's magnificent. And not what I expected," she said, admiration in her tone. She withdrew her hand. "We best be to business or there won't be enough time to prepare for tonight."

Following Nott's lead, they left the docks and walked into the town. Hiccup was surprised, although he realized he shouldn't be, how similar the architecture of the houses was to Berk's. They had been built with the same design philosophy, although the Berserkers seemed to like putting spikes on their homes- everywhere and anywhere, even in inconvenient and questionable spots. How many people got impaled by tripping, he wondered. Many of the fixtures they passed looked new, recently carved and not yet weather-stained. There were clear signs of constant, ongoing rebuilding. That used to be a fact of life on Berk, too. Berserker Island didn't show the same level of scarring and siege, but the dragon attacks were still taking a toll.

As they walked, Hiccup looked carefully for the reactions of the people they passed on their way. Never mind the crest on his belt, Toothless' presence was a dead giveaway to his identity and he could see their recognition, their startled realization of who he was. He wanted to watch what followed and catch if anyone expressed more than surprise. Tonight, when Dagur announced the kinship exchange, Hiccup would have to reveal himself. That meant this was his only day on the island to be judged solely as Hiccup, on the merits of what he had done and not the Berserkers' beliefs surrounding what he was.

Tonight… he didn't know whether he looked forward to tonight or wanted to run. He was finally going to have his night with Dagur- but only after he barred his secret to an entire tribe of people he didn't know and who used to be his enemies. When he had done this weeks ago on Berk, he hadn't felt any uncertainty. Looking back, he thought that must be because he had been so focused on what he wanted to accomplish; he had been buoyed by his faith that he could change the future. He had felt so empowered at that moment that he hadn't thought too deeply upon what it meant for himself personally. Now the danger was passed and he felt startled by the position into which he'd forced himself. This wasn't how he had intended to live. This wasn't how he had ever wanted to walk his worlds.

They arrived at the town's great hall. Even from outside, Hiccup could tell it was larger than Berk's. The room within must be cavernous. They entered and not a minute later, Toothless started growling.

"Hey, bud, what is it?" Hiccup asked. He followed the Night Fury's gaze upward. "Whoa."

The ceiling decorations were extraordinary, that was one way to put it. Hanging down, their parts in careful and precise arrangement, were skeletons. Dragon skeletons. Most of them he guessed were Skrills, but he recognized the skull shapes of a Monstrous Nightmare and a Deadly Nadder.

"You never mentioned your tribe's unique sense of interior design," Hiccup remarked.

"Oh, you like?" Dagur asked with a smile.

"No. Take them down."

Nott stopped and turned. "Excuse me?"

Dagur shrugged and waved his hand. "You heard the man. Take them down."

"What?" she demanded, her eyes hard. "These bones have been here for hundreds of years. Our ancestors commanded these Skrills and slew these Nightmares and you want them taken down? The _Skrills_, Dagur?"

"Hiccup doesn't like them."

"Hiccup is not a Berserker! What gives him a right to say what he does or does not like about our traditions?"

"Hiccup is giving us dragons!"

At that, everyone stopped and stared at the three of them. Nott's eyes went wide and then she shook her head.

"Berk would never teach us to use dragons. They've got no reason to."

"It's why I'm here," Hiccup said. "Well, one reason."

"Oh? And what is the other?" she asked, but spared Hiccup the need to answer by immediately turning to Dagur. "I want to know the terms of this treaty."

"Jeez, Nott, I thought you'd be happy," he grumbled. "I came home with a treaty. You didn't think I could do it."

"Yes, and I still don't think so. Stoick the Vast is wary and that boy of his is canny as Loki's own-"

"Man, not boy, and I'm standing right here," Hiccup reminded her. A certain lack of diplomacy seemed to be a family trait for Oswald the Agreeable's children.

Nott gave him a snarl, almost identical to the one her brother often displayed. "Listen, Hiccup of Berk, I _want_ to like you, but I know my brother is an idiot when it comes to you and if I find you're taking advantage of that-"

"Would you excuse us, Hiccup?" Dagur cut in and grabbed Nott's arm. He pulled her aside. Or rather, nudged her aside- Hiccup doubted anyone could drag that woman somewhere she didn't want to go- and she followed.

_Making friends already_, he thought cynically and went to Toothless, petting to try to calm him. Toothless wasn't close to going into attack mode, but the skeletons still had the dragon tense.

He watched as across the room as the two siblings argued- or maybe debated, since neither of them shouted and their gesturing was contained rather than wild. He could hear their voices, but nothing of their words. Dagur handed a rolled bundle of parchment to Nott; Hiccup recognized it as his copy of the treaty. Nott opened the bundle and read through it quickly. She looked back at Dagur and they began speaking again. She seemed still agitated, but Dagur held himself confidently. Then Dagur turned back to Hiccup and waved for him. Hiccup gave Toothless a shrug and the two joined them.

"Ask Hiccup," Dagur said to Nott as they approached. "He explains things better than I do."

Nott gave her brother a harried look, then turned to Hiccup. "Listen, I'm not trying to start something. My brother can tell you I'm no warmonger. Our father said fighting comes from a failure of understanding and I believe it. But this treaty does not make sense to me. It seems Berk is giving us a lot more than we're offering in return. You're too smart for that."

"I don't think we're looking at this the same way," he told her. "My people are getting something out of this: peace. And whatever else our islands will achieve by working together. Who knows what that will be? I want to find out."

"You talk pretty, but why would you give away your greatest advantage?"

She meant the dragons, obviously. Hiccup wondered how the talks might have gone if it had been Nott instead of her brother at the table.

"Dragons aren't a thing Berk owns. We found a better way to live- for us and for them. I don't think it's right not to share that with you. I know our islands have had a difficult history, but the past should be something we learn from, not something that holds us back. I think we can be real allies and that means letting you join us."

"Oh, Hiccup," Dagur crooned. He pressed against him and shivered. "I love it when you get authoritative."

Sighing, Hiccup turned and shoved him away. Of course, Dagur had to go and do something completely unnecessary to ruin the seriousness of the moment.

Nott, ignoring her brother's interruption, said, "If you're being honest, you're not like any Viking I've met."

"I've gotten that before," he said. "I'm not trying to disrespect your heritage. I said the trophies need to be taken down because Toothless is reacting badly to them. And if he is, so will other dragons. It won't help them become your companions. It's like… if your best friend died and you kept his skull on the mantle."

"I know someone who does that," Dagur said.

"Yes, but Rutr's a little cracked even for us," Nott countered. "I take your point, but there's something else weird about this treaty. At the end, it says the terms are to be sealed with a kinship exchange."

Hiccup took a breath. He had thought it would come to this. How much was he willing to explain now to Nott before everyone else? "Right. If you don't know what that is-"

"I do. I'd say our island is a bit more familiar with it than yours. Now, I don't know you. But I do know _you_," she insisted, turning upon Dagur. "It makes no sense to me that you'd agree to this. It doesn't give you anything you would want!"

"Uh…" Dagur glanced at Hiccup. The man really had no choice. Nott hadn't been brought into the circle, so taboo prevented him from explaining anything. It was all on Hiccup.

He should tell her, he decided. From the way she acted, he guessed that she was Dagur's second-in-command and had some influence over the tribe. She was someone he needed as an ally. More than that, as abrasive as she was, he found himself respecting rather than fearing her. Her worries seem to come from the right place and why shouldn't she be blunt about it? In that, she reminded him of Astrid.

"So, Dagur brought you here to beget your heir. Fine. We aren't all as lunatic as he is, but enough of us come close. You'll find a few of our women willing to tussle with you and bear the consequences," she said to Hiccup. "But I thought you Berkians a bit more delicate. Who agreed to put up with Dagur? And why did _he_ agree to this? What's not being said on this parchment?"

"Can we go outside?" Hiccup asked. "This we _really_ need to talk about in private."

Nott's face remained suspicious, but she nodded. The four of them exited the hall and she gestured for them to walk down the side of the building, where a pile of stones stacked aside the wall formed a sheltered corner.

"Will this do?" she asked.

"It's fine."

Hiccup took a breath. How would this moment go? Would realizing how much he had entangled himself in the treaty convince Nott to trust him? Or would she not consider that at all and be awe-stricken by what he was?

He started, "I will be announcing this at the feast tonight. It's necessary to explain things. But for now, I'd like you to keep this to yourself."

She nodded.

"We're doing a modified version of a traditional kinship exchange. There's only one couple that will be involved."

"That won't work," she said. "Both of you need to get an heir out of this or it's not an exchange."

"I know." Despite the anxious flurry that had just now started in his stomach, Hiccup smiled. "I walk between the worlds. Dagur and I have volunteered for each other."

He watched as Nott put together the pieces in her mind and her eyes went wide. She snapped her head towards Dagur.

"I take it back. It makes perfect sense you would agree to this," she said to her brother. "Did you know this before you asked for a treaty? Dagur, if you talked him into this…"

There was a tremor in her voice and now, since Hiccup was starting to get used to reactions like this, he realized quickly why she was scared. If the exchange was Dagur's idea- if he had pushed for it and Hiccup was at all unwilling in walking his first world- it meant Dagur had brought a curse on himself.

"Oh, he had _no_ idea," Hiccup interjected, keeping his tone light and jocular. "He made enough stupid innuendos that proved that. I told him when I decided to offer the exchange."

She released an audible sigh of relief and looked to Dagur again. "This must be a dream come true for you."

"Not exactly," Dagur said quietly.

"This changes things. We'll get the skeletons down right away-"

"Wait!" Hiccup called.

Her sudden acquiescence disturbed him. It was obviously in response to him being in-between. Did she think he was speaking for the gods now? Would she agree to everything he said, without question?

"Yes?" Nott asked.

"This doesn't change anything. The treaty is the same and I'm- I'm just Hiccup."

She smiled at him. "Just Hiccup, I used tell Dagur that I gave thanks to the gods I'll never be the woman who gets stuck carrying his puling little crawler. It seems I'm glad to not be the man, either. You're either astoundingly diabolical or you really believe in what you're doing to put yourself through this torture. You have my sympathy. You won't get that from Dagur- he's going to enjoy every moment of this, I'm sure."
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**Chapter Twenty-Eight**

"Does your sister like me?" Hiccup asked as Nott walked away.

"She seems to," Dagur said.

"Really? I feel like she was trying to call me out on something. Like she thinks I'm some devious mastermind who's trying to…"

_…to use you_.

Wasn't it true? He was using Dagur. But his end objective was unquestionably good, his means were something both he and Dagur would find pleasurable- and Dagur had agreed to them knowingly. Did he need to feel guilty?

"She's just trying to protect me," Dagur said. "Though usually she's trying to protect me from me."

"You'll have to tell me more about that sometime."

He felt shaky. This was the third time he'd revealed the first world- tonight would be the fourth and probably last, because after that there would be no one left to tell. Everyone would know. Had he gotten the reaction he'd wanted from Nott? Would he from the other Berserkers? Probably not. He'd be set apart as something inviolable and precious, a symbol more than a person. It troubled him less here than it did on Berk- after all, these weren't his people- but it meant he could never make friends here. He'd never be close to anyone and he'd never be sure if people listened to him because of reason or blind belief.

"What do we do now?" he asked, trying to push the matter from his mind. There was no changing his course now; all he could do was accept it.

"I can think of a few things," Dagur said with a sudden leer.

Unbelievable. "How can you think of sex all the time? Do you _ever_ have a moment when you're not?"

"Well, _sorry_, it's kind of hard not to when you're standing right there!"

"All I'm doing is standing," he protested and realized that wasn't a fair argument. There had been times when all Dagur had done was walk by and his brain had turned into a puddle. Would the attraction fade once they'd finally shared a bed? Or would it still be there, but become manageable?

_Tonight. Tonight, tonight, we'll finally…_

Months ago if anyone had told him this would happen, had told him he would _want_ it, he would have called that person insane. He still thought it was insane.

"On second thought, I want a bath first," Dagur said. "Three days on that boat. And you dunked me in the ocean-"

"Not me. Toothless."

"I like the idea of our first time having some… _ceremony_."

Hiccup had not realized it was possible for someone to enunciate that word erotically. He felt a fluttering in his chest. "Oooh."

"Heh." Dagur grinned. Curse him, did he _know_ the affect he was having on Hiccup? He did, didn't he?

_I'm so screwed._

"Come on," Dagur said, waving his arm. "Let me show you my island."

They walked through the town. Most of the buildings looked much the same as those they had already seen on the way to the hall, until they came to the blacksmith's forge. It was larger than Gobber's workshop and Hiccup heard the clang of many hammers within. He made a note of the location to investigate later.

He paid attention to the faces of the Berserkers as they passed. News of his arrival must have spread, because it was no longer surprise or shock he encountered- it was curiosity and something more. He expected animosity or resentment, even rage. Instead, he saw deference. A wariness tinged with respect. Admiration.

One woman- tall, but not as tall as Hiccup, her blonde hair coiled in braids- boldly swayed over to him and demanded, "Are you who I think you are?"

"Uh…" Hiccup looked at Toothless and then back her. "Can't imagine I'm not."

She grinned. "How long will you be saying with us then?"

"Awhile."

"Oh, good. The name's Gloa." She winked. "I'll see you around, dragon boy."

She walked away.

Confused, Hiccup turned to Dagur. "Was she being friendly or-?"

"Or," he confirmed and then gave Hiccup an amused look. "Come on, you must get that all the time."

"No. Not at all," Hiccup said. "You remember what I looked like."

"I wanted you then. Do you have any idea what you look like _now_?" Dagur asked. Narrowing his eyes, he warned, "Don't make me fight for you. Because I will."

"What a surprise, you're the jealous type," Hiccup quipped, choosing- for his nerves if nothing else- not to be disturbed by that statement. "I'll sleep where I want to, and if you want any say in that, you'll need to behave."

"My absolute best," Dagur promised, his voice low and throaty. Then he puckered his lips, which made Hiccup think they didn't have the same idea of what "behave" meant.

"Just promise you won't beat up people for flirting with me. Wow, I can't believe I'm having this problem," he finished, stunned. There had been a time in his life when he'd never thought a girl would look twice at him except to laugh. Gloa hadn't exactly propositioned him in the street, but she had winked. Well, that probably wouldn't happen again once the women of Berserker learned just how well Hiccup could relate to their problems.

"I'm not going to do that. I'd have kill everybody!" Dagur declared and sounded disturbingly cheerful about it. "Besides, I know exactly where they're coming from."

"You know, sometimes you're not so bad at flirting yourself."

"It comes from my inspiration, my sweet-"

"Don't ruin the moment."

They walked a little further and the crowd that had developed on the fringes of the path began to thin, enough to give them some vague privacy.

Hiccup began, "I have to ask… why don't your people seem to hate me? There's the whole thing with lying about dragons and burning half the armada and… not to flatter myself, but didn't you declare me your arch-nemesis for awhile?"

"Aw, that wasn't mutual?" Dagur pouted.

"No. Red Death. Sorry."

"Ugh, I _guess_ that's fair. But I'm second, right?"

"Uh… second deadliest? Maybe, I'm not sure your insanity really gives you the edge over Alvin. Snotlout has the advantage of frequency and Mildew I would dance on his grave if he had one."

"What!" Dagur exclaimed, flailing out his arms. "I'm only _maybe_ deadlier than Alvin the Treacherous?"

Hiccup shrugged. "You always went right for the kill. He had more restraint and plotting, so he probably intended to kill but hadn't gotten to that point and- _why_ are we talking about this? I can't believe I didn't think about this before today. There are so many reasons me coming to your island should be a terrible idea- and yet I'm here and that doesn't seem to be the case. Sure, your sister growled at me, but she had a cause. Everyone we've passed seems… not angry with me or eager to tear my head off. How?"

"Wow, Berk's really different, isn't it?" Dagur remarked with a critical look.

"Are you trying to change the subject?"

"Of course not. I'm surprised you don't get it. You're a warrior, Hiccup! When we fought you, you gave us a battle with blood and fire! That's what every Berserker wants!" His spread arms upward and then fanned them down. "You are the greatest challenge of my lifetime and my father's lifetime and probably my grandmother's and you get the idea. Everyone here knows that. The only thing better than fighting against you is fighting with you!"

"But we're not fighting anybody. I'm here for a peace treaty, remember?"

"Yeah, it's fine, it works out the same for us," he dismissed, waving his hand. Then he continued his enthusiastic rambling. "Hiccup, my people _love_ you. I mean, before we signed the treaty, any of them would have happily killed you if I hadn't called dibs, but that's why they love you! They would have been so proud to do it! We would have made it their title and sang of them in our histories and carved it on a statue! More than one statue! This is So-and-So, Slayer of the mighty Hiccup-"

"This is having the opposite effect of convincing me I'm not going to get murdered," Hiccup said.

"Don't you get it?" Dagur asked, flailing his hands yet again. "Everyone thinks you're great! Because you are!"

"And they're not going to try to kill me and get a statue, right?" he questioned forcefully.

"Of course not."

"You're absolutely certain? I can't accept a 'maybe' on this one."

Dagur gave a deep, quivering laugh, one that rattled his armor. "Oh, Hiccup. They want you alive now. They'll be so happy about the kinship exchange."

Hiccup crossed his arms. He glanced about to see that they were alone before saying resentfully, "Sure they will. I think if they get excited about anything, it'll be that an in-between offered to carry your child."

"Oh, I don't know," Dagur said. His tone was conversational, as if he hadn't noticed Hiccup's aggravation at all. "That's pretty exciting, but it still doesn't outshine you being Hiccup."

With a snort, he retorted, "Wouldn't that be nice."

"Huh?" Dagur stopped. "Wait. You don't believe that?"

"No, not at all. I believe it for you, but I saw how everyone else reacted when I revealed myself," he said, unable to sound anything but bitter. "Oh, look, Odin sends a sign he favors the treaty. Fifty years of sunshine and rainbows!"

"Is that really what you think?"

"You don't get it, do you? I never wanted anyone to know I had two worlds because I knew this is what would happen. Nobody would see _me_ anymore, only…" He stopped and sighed, realizing how his last statements must sound to Dagur. He resented other people's reactions, but Dagur might think Hiccup was angry at him and the necessity of the kinship exchange. "I'm not questioning tonight. I want that, don't worry. It's just that when I was little, I had so much to prove and I knew I'd never get a real chance if people knew what I was. I want to be respected for the right reasons. I know I can make a difference either way, but it's hard to let go of that."

It was difficult to define the look that Dagur gave him. Sympathetic didn't seem accurate, but his face was kind. "Hiccup, you're wrong. My people will be honored because it's you. I'll prove it."

"There's no way you can," he said. "It's something I have to accept."

* * *

><p>The preparations were made. Night fell and the braziers outside the great hall of the Berserkers were lit. Standing outside the doors, Hiccup could already hear a clamor from the crowd inside.<p>

"Ready?" Dagur asked him.

He nodded. "Yes."

_No turning back_, he thought as Dagur gave the signal and the doors opened. Then he smiled cynically to himself. How many points of no return had he already passed? The announcement in Berk's hall, the signing of the contract, boarding Dagur's boat- now this. When would be the final of the many moments signifying that the future was set?

They stepped inside. Initially, Dagur had wanted Hiccup to fly in from above and Toothless light the hall's main fire with a plasma blast, but Nott had insisted she wasn't putting a hole in the roof and Hiccup thought it would give the wrong message. He wasn't a conqueror and it was time the Berserkers realized that Toothless was his partner, not his servant. The Night Fury walked next to him, on his right while Dagur was to his left. Sitting at the rows upon rows of tables were a mass of Berserkers; Hiccup knew it wasn't the whole population of the island, but it felt like it. The main table, where he and Dagur would sit when their announcements were over, was on a platform towards the back of the hall. It was illuminated well, but the brightest spot in the hall was the center. This was their destination now, where they would give their speeches. They approached it as the men and women of Berserker hollered and hurrahed.

They reached the center and turned. Dagur raised his hands and the hall silenced.

"My brothers and sisters!" he called. His words echoed throughout the chamber, loud and crisp. "Tonight we are here to celebrate a change in our fortune, a change in our future. We are here to celebrate a new alliance with Berk!"

He paused, letting the crowd cheer. Hiccup gave a small laugh. Stoick hated giving speeches, but Dagur looked radiant, reveling in the moment.

"Now, what value is peace, some of you might say. Aren't we Berserkers, born and bred to fight? My answer is yes. Yes, we are! But this archipelago is a land of challenges. We have plenty to conquer- and plenty to enjoy, for peace brings a prosperity that war never can. And our new friends give us an opportunity that before now we have only tasted in our dreams. Hiccup of Berk is here to teach us how to ride dragons!"

_How much of this speech did Nott write?_ Hiccup wondered. Or was he not giving Dagur enough credit? The roar from the crowd was louder this time. Hiccup smiled and gave a little wave. Toothless brayed in annoyance.

"Oh, _I'm_ sorry," Dagur retorted. From his sudden shift of tone, Hiccup could tell he was going off script. "Toothless of Berk is here, too!"

Toothless opened his mouth wide and showed off his gums.

"A treaty such as this our islands have not seen in centuries. A treaty such as this demands more than an alliance, that we recognize each other as brethren. It is to that end that Hiccup and I have agreed to participate in a kinship exchange!"

There were whoops and yells now. Hiccup thought he saw someone throw a helmet. He _definitely_ saw someone throw an axe. His stomach knotted in sudden anxiety. What would they throw when he announced he walked between the worlds? A bench?

Taking a breath, he turned towards Dagur and asked, "Is it my turn now?"

"Not quite," Dagur told him with a smile. Then he shouted at the crowd, "Who among you will volunteer for Hiccup of Berk?"

_What?_

"I do!" one woman declared, standing up. "By Odin and Thor, if you so choose me, I pledge to give of myself what you need. I offer myself to you, Hiccup of Berk!"

With a thrill of horror, Hiccup's throat tightened and his heart plummeted.

_No. No, no, no…_ ran through his mind as another woman stood up and took the same oath and then another and another. What was Dagur _thinking_? Was this a joke? Was it funny to him? Hiccup would have to make a fool of all these women and himself in a moment, when he would announce to the crowd why he could not accept the offer of any of them.

His eyes stung. He felt betrayed. He wanted to punch Dagur and walk out of the hall- and just when he had started to believe in the other man. Well, fine. He'd do his duty. He'd bed Dagur, get himself with child, and leave- that was all he had expected to do at the start, wasn't it? So could he really say that he was disappointed?

Sadly, he turned towards Dagur. "How could you-"

Dagur dropped onto his knees and clasped his hands together as if pleading. "I volunteer for you, Hiccup of Berk. If the gods had seen fit to give us a way, I would let you take of me what you need. If I lie, may Thor strike me dead and Odin forever deny me the pleasures of Valhalla. I offer myself to you."

Before Hiccup could question what he was doing- demand if all this had been so Dagur could enjoy some theatrics- he heard another voice begin, "I volunteer for you, Hiccup of Berk. If the gods had seen fit to give us a way…"

That voice belonged to a man. Hiccup turned towards it and saw that it wasn't one of the warriors Dagur had brought with him to Berk. It was someone he didn't know, who ought to think himself and Hiccup incompatible. But once he had finished, another man stood and said the same words.

Confusion diffused his rage. This wasn't a joke. This was a ritual, but he didn't understand it. In the end, there were twenty women, possibly more, standing and at least as many men.

"Dagur, what is going on?" he whispered.

"I thought you might not know about this. Nott told you we're familiar with kinship exchanges. This is our tradition," Dagur answered. "We don't believe in excluding half the tribe. These men mean what they say, Hiccup. You can accept the offer of any of them. Or all of them."

He felt dazed. "I can… what?"

"Obviously, I would prefer that you don't, but-"

"What does this_ mean_?" he demanded.

Dagur smiled. "My people want to honor you. _You_, Hiccup."

There had been a point to this and it hadn't been Dagur's amusement at all. Part of it might be Berserker tradition, but Hiccup realized what the other motive was. Dagur, in a misguided and clumsy way, had wanted to prove that Hiccup had already earned respect and devotion among his people.

Looking among the crowd, Hiccup had to admit the point had been made. The women and men standing didn't seem to be looking at him with lust- well, most of them weren't, as he noticed Gloa among them- but admiration and hope.

These people were crazy. Dagur was crazy and this had been one of the worst ways to go about this. But he recognized the sweetness of the intention. He was still angry, but he felt another emotion that was stronger in his heart, a warmth he couldn't identify. He wanted to punch Dagur- and he wanted to hug him fiercely and then kiss him.

"Don't ever do something like this again," Hiccup said to him, his voice tight. Then he relented as he added, "But thank you."

Dagur really was an idiot. This situation swerved dangerously close to one of the few taboos against Hiccup: that he couldn't use the second world as a trap. Oaths based on something he knew he couldn't do definitely counted. But since this was a genuine misunderstanding, a ritual statement gave Hiccup a simple way out of it. It was just something he had never thought he would have to say and certainly not to fifty-odd people at the same time.

"I recognize you speak truly, but I cannot accept your oaths. With honor and blessing, I release you."

He saw looks of confusion among the crowd. He hadn't exactly revealed himself- those words were also meant for other situations and people who weren't necessarily on the path between- but they knew there was about to be a twist to the evening's announcements.

And now was his moment.

"I walk between the worlds. You know only my second world. I allow you to know my first," he said. He looked to his side, to the man on his knees who stared at Hiccup as if he were the answer to a prayer. "The gods have seen fit to give us a way. I accept your offer, Dagur the Deranged."

Dagur bounded to his feet. Hiccup heard the wild, shrieking adulation of the crowd for only a moment- then all sounds were muted by the rush of blood in his ears and frantic pulse of his heart as Dagur pulled him into his arms and kissed him.
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**Chapter Twenty-Nine**

"Your people know how to party," Hiccup remarked.

He and Dagur had quietly slipped out the hall's back exit. It had become a riot in there, but he hadn't expected anything else. He wasn't thrilled by the fact that his sex life now triggered clan-wide bouts of drunken revelry, but he was getting used to it. He looked behind them and saw that Toothless was following. Good, they'd made a clean escape. Eventually they'd be missed, but everyone would figure out why… and start drinking and punching each other again in inappropriate joy.

"_Your_ people know how to party," Dagur retorted. "Didn't you hear that guy… what was his name? Bucket? He climbed up on the roof and started singing about an hour after we signed the treaty. And I think he was sober."

"Oh, well, Bucket is… Be nice to Bucket, okay? Anyway, I skipped out on that particular bash. It was too weird for me."

Dagur turned his head to the side and frowned. Looking askance at Hiccup, he said, "I made you feel weird in there, didn't I? I thought since it involved everyone, not just the women… I'm sorry. I guess I don't understand."

"I don't know anyone who understands." Gobber tried, Stoick respectfully gave space, and Astrid… well, sometimes Hiccup had gotten a crawling suspicion she appreciated his first world a little too much. "I know what you wanted to show me and in a way you did. But if anything like that _ever_ comes up again-"

"No more surprises. I'll warn you and you'll tell me how you want to handle it," Dagur promised.

Yes. He was listening and he was trying, things Hiccup once would never have expected he would do or even see a need to attempt.

"Then I forgive you."

They continued walking, Toothless catching up to them. Hiccup affectionately ran his hand across the back of the Night Fury's head.

"You're going to sleep alone tonight, bud. That okay? Oh, hey, don't give me that look. I know what you think and I'm not changing my mind."

"Does he not approve of our _conjugation_?" Dagur asked mischievously.

Hiccup's cheeks heated. That word should not be erotic. It should be awkward and clumsy- how did Dagur have a knack for making words sensual?

Tonight- that had been playing as a refrain in his mind all day and now it _was_ tonight. He felt anxious and excited; his stomach fluttered and his foot skipped instead of stepped. When had he ever felt this way? And would he have ever dreamed it would be for Dagur?

The winding streets of the town were well-lit and empty as they made their way to Dagur's house. Hiccup couldn't think of anything else to say. What was left was to be done, he thought with a smile. This wasn't a perfect resolution, but it felt like a happy one, with a bright future guaranteed.

Dagur's home was the same size as the other houses in its row. What made it stand out were the slightly larger roof spikes and the ancillary stable. The stable fit Toothless well, with enough room for the Night Fury to spin around and heat the dirt floor before bunking down for the night. Hiccup wanted to think it was cute that Dagur had built it, but felt he had to acknowledge that it was sad- Dagur had thought he would be bringing Hiccup home to stay. This wasn't a complete triumph for the other man either, but Dagur seemed happy.

They could both put the past behind them- frustrations, fears, anguish, and older dreams- and be happy in each other's arms tonight.

"You go on ahead," Hiccup told him. "I'll get Toothless settled."

Dagur nodded and entered the house.

He walked Toothless into the stable. Toothless turned himself around and settled his eyes on Hiccup with a questioning look.

"Yes, I'm sure of what I'm doing. This could have ended so badly. We could be at war right now, but I chose this instead. So maybe I don't get the quiet home life I wanted or get to choose how I'm seen, but you know what? It's not a perfect world and I'm allowed to be happy anyway." He leaned forward and hugged the Night Fury. "I'm okay. Better than okay. I love you, Toothless."

Toothless rubbed the side of his face against Hiccup's, his way of answering with the same.

After one more squeeze and good night, Hiccup let go of his dragon and entered the house. It was cozier than he had expected. There were no decorative spikes and while there was a single weapons rack, pots and ladles took up much more space than shields and axe-heads. Dagur lived alone- Nott had moved out years ago, he had said- and considering that, the place was remarkably clean. Gobber might have found fault with it, but Stoick wouldn't.

_Right now, Dad is praying for me to come home_, Hiccup realized and then pushed the thought from his mind. That wasn't his fault or under his control and tonight… tonight was his.

Dagur stood by the dining table. He had taken off his helmet, pauldrons, and spiked couter, but otherwise remained completely dressed. Hiccup decided his own armor could wait; unlike Dagur's preferred ensemble, his Gronckle plate lacked pointy bits that could take out an eye.

"This way," Dagur said. His voice was the softest Hiccup had ever heard him speak.

He led Hiccup into a room behind the kitchen area, the bedroom. It was already lit, the glow of the lamps soft. The personal effects Hiccup saw surprised him- a desk stacked with papers, scribbled over with plans, and sketches tacked against the wall. The papers were probably battle plans, not design plans like Hiccup's desk had, but the corner was similar enough to his own workstation that he felt a thrum of recognition. The rest of the room was dominated by a huge bed, covered in dark furs. It looked soft and warm.

"So," he said, "this is it."

He looked at Dagur. The other man's head was tilted down, his gaze lowered, and his hands clasped together. "I have been waiting for this for years…"

_ He's nervous_, Hiccup realized and said, "Hey, no pressure. It's only been a few months for me."

"I've imagined this a thousand times. And now…"

"Um…"

Dagur's anxiety was infectious; Hiccup started to feel a twinge of it. He didn't want this to become awkward. That this night was happening was incredible, but that made it too easy to dwell on all the reasons it would have been a horrible idea in the past and could still go wrong now. Hiccup needed to control the tone of the evening and if Dagur needed a little coaxing, that was fine.

"I'm going to regret asking this…" he muttered and then said louder, "How did you used to imagine this moment?"

"In the beginning?" Dagur questioned. He looked up and blinked at him. "Well, I'd drag you into my room because I'd captured you or something. But, surprise twist, you'd escaped the ropes! But instead of running away, you'd throw up your arms and cry, 'Take me, Dagur!'" He mimed the last sentence in a squeaky voice. "And I'd say, 'Really, Hiccup? Is that what you really want? To feel the might and glory of the pride of the Berserkers?' 'Oh yes, Dagur, yes!' So I'd say, 'Okay' and rip off your clothes and then take off mine and you'd squeal, 'Oh, Dagur, it's so big, will it fit?' and I'd say, 'Let's find out!' and spin you around and push you to the wall and-"

"Yep, I regret asking!"

Dagur smiled, showing his teeth. "That was in the beginning, when I was still angry at you. But then I got older and my ideas… _matured_."

The other man was doing that word warping again. In spite of how off-put Hiccup had just been by Dagur's original fantasy, he shivered. "Ma-matured, you say?"

Dagur took Hiccup's hand and, half-kneeling, kissed his palm. "This time, I would invite you in, because you came with me willingly. And I would say…"

Hiccup felt something stir awake in his chest and in his belly. "You would say…"

As he stood, Dagur slid his hand slid up to Hiccup's arm and caressed his wrist. "That no fire is as fierce or as bright as what I've seen in your eyes. That I would conquer a thousand islands for your smile. That no dragon has taught me fear so well as…"

"So well as…?" he prompted, feeling the tingling inside him become friction, become heat.

"It doesn't matter," Dagur said quietly. "You're here now. If I can make you happy, I will."

He dearly wanted to know how Dagur would have finished his speech, but that substitute was sweet enough to make his heart pulse with a thrill. "We should take our clothes off now."

The process seemed like an interruption to his rising ardor, but it was necessary. He didn't watch Dagur undress, but attended to himself methodically. He had his armor's buckles and straps to contend with and he needed his prosthetic leg to stay in place without pants to help anchor it; all this took his attention. After that he removed his shirt. As his hands touched the wrap, he paused.

This could stay on if he wanted. Dagur probably wouldn't question it and he didn't want what was underneath it to be seen. But he did want as little between him and Dagur as possible. He wanted to feel the other man's skin fully against his own. Did it matter if he removed it? What stopped him, troubled him the most, was fearing that to do so would be a denial or an erasure of the second world.

No. His body wasn't his soul. Walking the first world didn't make the second world go away. It was his choice how to navigate, what he wanted to do with and to be done to what he had been given. What was right was whatever he chose and it wouldn't unmake what he was. He removed the wrap.

"Um… I'm ready to turn around are you?" he called.

"Yes."

"Okay, then."

_Don't think about it_, he told himself as he pivoted on his foot.

Turned around, he got his first look at Dagur without clothes and his mouth opened in a silent gawk. Wow. Oh, wow. "Fit" wasn't the word to describe Dagur. It wasn't anywhere close to strong enough. Every part of him was sculpted, from his arms to his chest, down to his legs- those legs! They were perfect. And what was between them, Hiccup felt relieved to note, was impressive but nowhere close to as scary as a certain terrible picture had once suggested. This was a body that would get a nod of approval out of Thor- and Hiccup was going to be on that in a minute.

Then he noticed Dagur's eyes roving over him.

The resolve he had felt moments ago became ash in his belly. He turned away, afraid of knowing Dagur's reaction to him. He had no idea what he wanted to see in the other man's face. Admiration seemed as bad as, perhaps worse than, rejection. He had what he was given. It wasn't anything more- and often, it felt like so much less.

"Hiccup?" Dagur called in concern.

"Don't say anything about it. Please."

"What's wrong?"

He drew his arms to his chest. "Look at you. You're beautiful and I'm… This isn't me. This is the joke the gods played on me and I have to live with it!"

"Hiccup…" He felt Dagur's hand touch his shoulder. When he didn't draw away, Dagur clasped his arms. "There is nothing about you that is a joke. I'm taking you very seriously."

"This isn't me."

"I know. I wish I could prove to you that I know," he said. "What can I do? I… I want you."

Hiccup heard sincerity in Dagur's words, but also clumsiness. The other man didn't know what to say- either he didn't have the words or he was being careful, afraid anything he said would strike Hiccup the wrong way. It might, because Hiccup didn't know what he needed to hear either, but he realized Dagur might not know the real cause of his hurt. He wasn't railing against this moment or the necessity of the other man's touch. It was that there were things he wanted that he could never have, that were so tightly bound as part of his core and yet were impossible for him. Sometimes, the idea of a path between the worlds felt like a lie someone else had created to be kind. He didn't move between his first world and his second- he was torn.

Yet there were also things he wanted that he _could_ have. There were desires that still could be fulfilled. And one of them was holding him in his arms right now.

"I never wanted two worlds. I didn't choose this. But it's what I have and what I have to do… I want you to be the one I do it with," he said.

Earlier this night, he'd wondered when would be the last point in a string of no returns. He knew now that it was this. Now, this moment, was the final, irrevocable choice and he wondered if he would ever speak his next words to another.

"I give you permission to enter my first world. I _ask _that you do it."

He dared to look into Dagur's face. The other man's green eyes shimmered with intensity, with… love. Hiccup couldn't deny to himself that was what he saw. He couldn't return it- was it enough to receive it? Would that be enough to make Dagur happy?

Yet it was Dagur who said, "If I can make you happy, I will. You never need to ask. Tell me what you want."

"You," Hiccup said and leaned upward to kiss him.

He felt Dagur's grip on his arms tighten. The other man opened his mouth slightly, his lips pulling on Hiccup's tenderly. Hiccup pressed his hand against Dagur's abdomen and slowly raised it up, running his palm over the firm muscle, until he reached the top of Dagur's chest and found something to grasp and squeeze needfully. Dagur released a soft whimper and pulled Hiccup against him. Skin to skin, Hiccup felt sweat and heat, a fire inside Dagur that stroked its twin within his own belly. He wrapped his leg around the other man's and wasn't terribly surprised by the hardness he felt pressing against him.

Dagur moved them very quickly to the bed, laying Hiccup on his back. Starting at the very top, he covered Hiccup's face delicately in kisses. His lips became harder and more insistent as he moved down to Hiccup's neck. Then he continued lower. Hiccup's breaths became short and quick, his heart's pulse intensified, as Dagur's mouth trailed down his belly. Where was Dagur going with this? Surely not…

He felt a kiss against the inside of his thigh. Then he giggled as Dagur's nose bumped against an _extremely_ intimate spot.

"What are you doing?" he called in amusement.

Dagur, without words, answered with his mouth.

"That's… that's not going to make a baby, you kn… Oh."

Shut up, his body suddenly screamed at him. Shut up, because it didn't matter if this wasn't productive, it _really_ didn't matter. Whatever Dagur was doing down there, it was as if he touched the direct root of Hiccup's nerves and sent lightning through them. Gasping, Hiccup's hands clutched at the fur beneath him and his back arched. It was wave after wave crackling his brain as Dagur nuzzled and probed. How was the other man _doing_ that? It was unreal, it was almost unendurable, and he didn't want it to end.

He lost track of time, of how long it lasted- maybe it was only minutes, a few astonishing and agonizing minutes, but eventually he cried out and collapsed, and that was when Dagur stopped.

Hiccup's breath was ragged. He inhaled deliberately to calm the frenzied tingling in his stomach and regain command of himself. Raising his head, he saw Dagur leaning over him with an eager smile.

"Did I please you?" Dagur asked.

"Cursed Loki!" he groaned.

"Are you ready for me?"

Hiccup stared. His strength was returning to him; he could feel power coiling in his arms and his legs and a growling hunger in his belly.

"I want to wreck you."

He sprung up, throwing himself at Dagur, and wrestled the other man onto his back.

* * *

><p>Their first time was a touch wild. Months of yearning were pent up in Hiccup and he worked Dagur fiercely, voraciously- and heard no complaint from the Berserker, who grappled him with just as greedy a hand and howled. The second time he let Dagur lead, allowing his body to flow at the other man's directives. Dagur touched him slowly and thoroughly, a gradual build that was somehow no less intense than their earlier, frantic tussle. When they paused long enough for Hiccup to have a moment of clarity, he almost laughed at the two of them. Who would have expected him to be the ferocious one, marking the other man's shoulder with his teeth and his nails, while Dagur wanted to kiss and caress? Not that Dagur lacked in ardor- no, not at all, and his fine sense of touch and timing made for very pleasant surprises.<p>

They went for a third and after that Hiccup stopped counting. They kissed and grasped and tumbled until they were exhausted. He lay back against the furs, Dagur's leg on top of him, tired but full with blissful contentment. They were not going to do this every night- there was no way either of them could keep up that much energy- but they would do bits and pieces of it and that made him smile.

"Did I please you?" Dagur asked, his breath a hot puff against Hiccup's cheek.

Hiccup sighed happily. "I couldn't be more pleased."
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**Chapter Thirty**

Hiccup yawned and took another sip from his cup of milk. He felt tired, no doubt from getting more exercise than sleep last night, and had been utterly lazy in getting dressed. All he wore was a shirt. That was more than Dagur, who had put on an apron to cook and nothing else. Hiccup wasn't about to complain; he was quite enjoying the view from the back as he sat at the dining table and watched Dagur fuss over the hearth.

Looking over his shoulder, Dagur began, "So, last night…"

"Last night was amazing," he said frankly. "Think you can keep it up?"

Dagur puckered his lips and then grinned. "Oh, yeah."

"Well, that makes one of us. I can't maintain that kind of stamina, not if I want to do something else with the rest of my day."

"Why do you need to do anything else?"

"Oh, ha ha."

He presumed from Dagur's mischievous tone that the other man was joking. He hoped Dagur was joking. He was going to kick Dagur with his foot, the metal one, if he wasn't.

"Hey. Hey." Dagur's grin broadened. He pointed towards the crook of his neck, where there was a startlingly red crescent of marks on his skin.

Hiccup's cheeks heated. "I am so sorry."

"I'm not! I'm going to tell everyone a tiny Night Fury bit me!"

"You are not!"

"Only if they ask."

Hiccup groaned. This was more embarrassing than if Dagur had left marks on him. That would have been expected; Dagur wore his wild side as proudly as his clan sigil. Hiccup was supposed to have restraint, be the calm and rational one- it seemed there a little crazy in him, too, and Dagur prodded it out.

Turning from the hearth, Dagur walked towards the table and set a plate in front of Hiccup. On it was a stack of thick, flat breads with berries between each layer and a dollop of butter on the side. Hiccup used his knife to cut a wedge and tasted it.

"This is good! How'd you learn to do this?"

"Everyone's got a family recipe. You ask around, get a few ideas, try them out."

"I don't mean this. I mean cooking," he said. "I know recipes and I can't cook. I'm only good with fire when it's metal or something I want to burn."

Dagur gave an easy shrug. "I wanted to learn. Nott said I needed at least one non-destructive hobby. She also said the way to a man's heart is through his stomach."

"Oh." Hiccup raised an eyebrow. "Oh, I see. This was the backup plan. If your charming personality didn't win me over, you were going to try to stuff me next."

"You've always looked in need of a few good meals. I'm going to make sure you and Baby Hiccup eat very well."

"Baby Hiccup?" he repeated dubiously. But considering all the terrible pet names Dagur had so far suggested for him, he should be grateful this was the cutesy designation the man wanted to use for their first child. "Alright, sure."

Dagur smiled, but he squinted his eyes nervously. "We are going to do the same thing tonight, right? Sure, last night was a good effort-"

"Last night was overkill. I think we can slow down but still keep at it. Have to ensure Baby Hiccup gets made, right?"

Baby Hiccup could exist already- that was a bit of a jolt to think- but they shouldn't leave it to chance anymore than could already be helped. Besides, it was more fun this way, he thought and smirked. Dagur caught the smile and his expression warmed. Whatever had made the other man feel uncertain a moment ago seemed to have passed.

"So," Hiccup said, "explain to me you and your sister."

Dagur sat down at the table. "What do you mean?"

"You said Nott suggested you get a creative hobby. No offense- well, maybe a little offense- but you don't seem like the type to take advice from anybody. And before all this, the only thing I can remember you saying about her is that she liked shields. At the time, you sounded pretty dismissive of that."

"Ah," Dagur folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. He sat with his legs wide apart and Hiccup tried not to notice how little the apron concealed. "I didn't like Nott much when we were younger. Competition I wasn't allowed to kill and all. And she was always bigger than me, even though I'm two years older. How is that fair?"

"Someone bigger than you," he drawled in his flattest, most sarcastic tone. "Wow. Rough."

"Ha! I guess you would understand, wouldn't you?" Dagur said, completely missing Hiccup's point. "My father loved her because she'd listen to him drone on and on about domestic production and diplomacy and blah blah blah. Oh, he always made it clear I was going to be the next chief, but Nott… _she_ was the favorite." He stopped and for a moment sneered. Then his face sobered. "When he died, Nott started taking care of the boring stuff and I realized it's nice not to worry about home while I'm out with the armada."

"You started to appreciate her," Hiccup said.

He nodded. "Yeah. I probably shouldn't have pulled her hair so much when we were kids. But she punched me in the face each time, so we're even."

Hiccup smiled- until he thought of something troubling. "Did you bully me so much because you couldn't get away with picking on her?"

Dagur puffed a breath out the side of his mouth. "No. You were annoying."

"Oh hey, want to have sex again? Ever?"

"I _thought_ you were annoying because _I_ didn't know better yet. I'm being honest. It doesn't mean I'm not sorry. Of _course_ if I could go back and change all that, I would!"

Hiccup sighed. Dagur was right, it would be stupid of either of them to deny the past for what it had been. "Sorry. And if you really are sorry, then I should stop giving you a hard time about it."

"You don't really give me a hard time," Dagur said quietly. "You're probably nicer to me than you should be."

_I'm not really that nice_, Hiccup thought and tried not to flinch. Why did he get the most uncomfortable whenever Dagur expressed self-awareness of his behavior or their shared past? He should be relieved to see the other man mature and take responsibility, qualities he needed from Dagur to make the treaty between their islands work.

"So… you and your sister," he prompted, before the silence could become too awkward.

"Right. She still lived with me after our father passed. Anyway, it was after the third skirmish. That's when you and Toothless took out the twenty-seven. I was… _oh_, so angry! I remember pacing in front of the hearth and shouting and then suddenly Nott called out, 'You know, Dagur, you're never going to get that boy to sleep with you if you don't stop trying to burn down his village.' I turned around to throw my axe at her and then I realized…" Dagur shrugged. "…she had a point."

"Huh." Hiccup pressed his hand against his cheek, trying to fix his expression in a neutral cast to conceal how absurd this seemed to him. He supposed there really wasn't any reason to mention to Dagur that most people could have figured that out themselves and wouldn't have considered it a revelation. "And she was right! Who knew?"

"I know, right?" Dagur said brightly. "So I scrapped the battle plans and decided to wait."

"Woah, hang on." He removed his hand from his face and waved it at Dagur. "I thought the reason there wasn't a fourth attack was because we beat you that badly. But it was because you didn't want to make me angry?"

"Both! I realized I couldn't just throw the armada at you, so I was going to come up with something bigger and better and, _ooo_, deadlier for the fourth attack. Wasn't sure what yet, but it would be aaaah-some." He sang the last word.

Hiccup pressed his other hand to his temple and groaned. Why had he asked this? After such a pleasurable night, he was only reminding himself of all the things about Dagur that he disliked, that in some ways were still threats to the future.

"So Nott convinced you that for my sake, war was a bad idea. Okay, with you on that. But what about a few months ago, when you were ready to declare war if my people wouldn't give you a treaty?"

"I had to make that threat, Hiccup. I'd have had to carry it out if Stoick wouldn't budge. My people need what Berk has. Right now, my island is doing well, but you're prospering in ways we aren't. Eventually, we'll fall too far behind you," he said, his tone direct and sincere. "And I thought… I thought if I frustrated you enough, it would make you realize… We've been over this before, remember? And I was wrong about it anyway."

The connection Dagur had thought they shared. The push he had thought Hiccup needed. They _had_ been over this before and Hiccup was satisfied Dagur no longer believed in these things. There was no purpose to speaking of them again; Hiccup had unintentionally struck a painful chord for them both.

"I didn't mean to bring that up," he said. "I want to put the past behind us."

"Oh, I'd say you have or you wouldn't have done any of those things you did to me last night," Dagur replied with a sly grin.

What an awful statement, Hiccup thought and smiled back. Dagur's brand of diplomacy- assuming that's what it was rather than an off-color comment that accidentally fit- was terrible, but when it worked, it worked.

"One last question then," he started. This might have a touchy answer, too, but if so it could be something that needed airing. "You made a strange comment to Nott yesterday. She said the exchange must be your 'dream come true' and you said 'not really'. What was that about?"

"It's not obvious?" Dagur questioned.

He shook his head. "Nope."

"Hiccup," he said huskily, giving an intense stare, "I want your babies."

Oh, wow, did that sound creepy. As if Dagur wanted to eat them. Of course, Hiccup knew better and there was something about that low vocal tone that, despite how inappropriate and unsettling it was, made Hiccup shiver anyway.

"We've talked about this, too, haven't we?" he asked, his voice fluttering.

"I can't think of anything more wonderful than that your babies can also be my babies!" Dagur exclaimed with glee, clasping his hands together and swaying in his chair. "It's almost perfect!"

"Almost?" What could make it closer to perfect? Hiccup was a little scared to find out.

And Dagur was insistently forthcoming in answering, "Yes, I'm not that happy about what you'll have to go through. Oh, don't get me wrong, there's no problem on my end. You're going to look adorable and… heh heh…" He grinned and narrowed his eyes, sharpening their lustful sparkle. "I'm looking forward to us being _close_ while you're with-"

"Haaaa… no," Hiccup trilled, feeling disturbed. Was this the nature of Dagur's fantasies now? He preferred the one where he got spun against the wall. "No. I think you're overestimating how attractive that will be. For one thing, you're assuming it'll be attractive."

"I'm going to enjoy proving you wrong," Dagur said, waggling his eyebrows.

Should he run away now or give a prayer of thanks to be blessed with a freak who would still want to keep their relationship conjugal when he started to bloat? It was an inadequate reward for having to go through this process in the first place, but it was something, he guessed.

Dagur continued, "But I know that's not going to be as fun for you, plus then there's labor. Wow, the things I've heard about that!" His eyes widened and he enthusiastically rambled, "Did you know it can last for more than a day? I've never been in a sustained battle for that long! The stamina it must take-"

Staring in horror, Hiccup insisted, "You can stop now."

"And the pain sounds crazy! I've fallen off roofs and taken a Nadder stinger to the leg and gotten struck by Skrill lightning, but all of that must be nothing compared to-"

"You can stop. Now."

"But you're my Hiccup!" Dagur suddenly wailed. "I don't want you to go through all that!"

_Ugh. Why can't I get _you_ pregnant?_ Hiccup wanted to snap. "That makes two of us. Possible bias in your logic here. I know that before you assumed children would require some outside female assistance. Were you ever concerned about what they'd go through or is it only horrible suffering if it's me?"

"That would be different. They wouldn't _have_ to carry Hiccup-babies, they'd be volunteers. But now there's no choice. You're the only source," Dagur explained, his tone grim and his expression deathly serious. "And that's another problem. We can't get more than one going at the same time. It bottlenecks production and severely minimizes potential output."

"It- it _what_? Minimizes? Bottlenecks? _Output_?" Hiccup gaped and blinked. What had been Dagur's original plan? Set up Hiccup with a harem and populate a new island? _I slept with this man. He's a complete lunatic and last night, I slept with him. What was I thinking? _"Hey, I know I made this same threat fifteen minutes ago, but you ever want to have sex again? Don't talk about childbearing as a 'production' that can have 'bottlenecks'. Or 'output'!"

"I'm just saying if we wanted a certain amount of kids-"

"The number I want is something not ridiculously beyond my ability to produce myself. And I'd feel a lot better if you could pick a number."

Dagur wasn't going to get that number, but maybe Hiccup would feel less like crossing his legs and shrieking for Toothless if the other man could give him a quote.

"Four," Dagur said.

"Four? Really? That's fewer than I expected." Four was an almost reasonable number. Still more than Hiccup wanted, but not enough to require a tally sheet. "Why four?"

He smiled. "It's a Skrill's shot limit."

Of course. Oh, of _course_. Hiccup gave him a withering look.

"What? How many shots does a Night Fury have?"

Six, and since the number was higher Hiccup had no intention of answering. He pointed at his plate. "This is tasty. I'm going to eat this and forget the second half of this conversation happened."

It was tasty. It was the most delicious breakfast he had enjoyed in weeks and that would have been true even if he hadn't spent his recent mornings on Berk quickly grabbing old bread, salty cheese, and fish from the pantry to avoid Stoick. Add cooking to the list of fine qualities he was surprised to discover Dagur had, along with keeping a tidy house, caring about hygiene, and knowing how to do indescribable things with his tongue. Unfortunately _not_ on that list was engaging in normal, non-perturbing conversation- Dagur's thoughts swirled in crazy loops and too often his mouth his followed.

When he had finished, they returned to the bedroom to dress. The process involved a bit of undressing first; Dagur had no need for the apron now and Hiccup had to remove his shirt to bind himself properly. It was at this point, when he was naked again, that he felt Dagur touch his shoulder. He tilted his head and the other man leaned down to whisper in his ear.

"You weren't happy with breakfast. Let me make up for that."

The hot puff of Dagur's breath made Hiccup tingle.

"I liked breakfast," he said.

"You liked the food. I… _displeased_ you."

That was a very odd choice of word to roll on the tongue sensually- and yet Dagur, while making his intent clear, didn't sound like he was flirting. Slowly, Hiccup turned to look at the other man's face. Dagur's mouth was downturned into a small frown and his eyes narrowed with concern.

Hiccup almost cursed. Nott had a very good reason to be worried he might manipulate her brother- the reaction Dagur showed now was too extreme given the banter to which it was a response. Yes, the Berserker had said some creepy and bizarre things and Hiccup had reacted with refusals and light reprimands, but that tone and candor wasn't unusual for their conversations.

_Don't do this_, he thought. _Don't be like this. Not for me, don't make me your center because I'm sleeping with you now. Don't._

He made his reply carefully. Forcing a smile, he said, "No, you didn't. Sure, you said some things that threw me, but that's because I'm still getting used to how you think. I mean… we've never spent this much time together." He put his hand on Dagur's cheek and gave him a light kiss. "Toothless has been waiting for breakfast long enough. But I expect this offer will still be standing for tonight?"

Dagur snatched up his hand and kissed his palm. "It'll be standing all day."

Hiccup took a quick glance downward and said, "I hope not. Won't that get painful?"

"I'd walk on Fireworms with my bare feet and run my hands across the edge of a Timberjack's wings for you." Dagur quirked his head and smirked proudly. "I can wait."

_Now that's the sort of derangedness I remember_, Hiccup thought, pleased.
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**Chapter Thirty-One**

"Don't give me that look," Hiccup said, setting the basket of fish in front of Toothless. "I'm not that late."

Toothless pushed his nose forward and sniffed Hiccup's hair. He twitched back with a soft snort of displeasure.

"Ha. Get used to it." He gave the dragon an affectionate head scratch. "Eat up, bud. We've got work to do."

He gave Toothless time to gobble down and digest- which was time enough for Dagur, fully dressed, to leave the house, walk by, and pucker his lips as Hiccup waved- and then led the Night Fury from the stable. He mounted Toothless and they took off into the sky.

From above, he could see all of Berserker Island. It was easily twice the size of Berk and, like Berk, the town only took up a small portion of the land. The rest was forest and valleys and a winding river- and caves no doubt, terrain as varied as his home offered. His first urge was to explore, take Toothless lower and glide just above the trees, but he had a more pressing task. He needed to make sure the dragon arena was as ready for housing new guests as Dagur had promised.

Unlike the Berk academy the arena here was inland, set behind the town. Hiccup questioned the wisdom of that- an escaped dragon could cause maximum damage on its way to the ocean and then home- but maybe a bloodier fight was what the Berserkers wanted. The arena was larger, too, probably to accommodate a greater population of spectators, but the area for the pens didn't seem especially huge compared to Berk's. He landed Toothless and they walked inside.

Hiccup spent the next hours going over every inch of the arena and pens. He hovered on Toothless to inspect the tops of the walls and the ceilings. Dagur's word had been good; the other man had mentioned Alvin's caverns, but Hiccup saw nothing to remind him of them. Functionally, this place was no different from its counterpart on Berk.

"Looks like we've got an academy, bud," he said to Toothless. "Now we need students."

They flew back to town. Landing near one of the paths, Hiccup approached the first group of Berserkers he found and asked if they knew where Nott was. They directed him towards one of the food storehouses. Inside, he found Nott inspecting the barrels and making marks on a tally sheet.

"Ah, Hiccup," she said as he entered. "I'd ask how you slept, but I know you didn't."

Was she showing a bit of her humor or had she seen Dagur's neck? He wasn't going to ask. "Hello, Nott. I was wondering if you could help me with a few things."

"Yes?" she asked, and then muttered to herself, "I can't believe how much mead we went through last night…"

"Do you have any maps of this island and the surrounding ones? If you know the dragon territories, too, that would be great."

"Dagur should have maps at home. If he's missing something, you can have a look at my copies." Her voice held little inflection, but she sounded distracted rather than unfriendly. "As for the terrain, I'm familiar as any with here, but Dagur knows the other islands better. War games and all. If he can't find a battle, he orders one."

"Oh. Thanks." He hadn't even thought of asking Dagur for information. His mind had fixed on Nott, thanks to Dagur's indication that she oversaw their island's day-to-day affairs. "You wouldn't happen to be able to make an educated guess when the next dragon attack will be?"

Nott lowered the sheet and turned towards him, slightly more animated as she replied, "It could be within the week, but I'd wager it'll be two. The raids have been getting less frequent. It's happened before. They always take roughly the same amount of food no matter when they attack, so my guess is their population dipped and they aren't consuming it as fast. Bad breeding season, storm hit the nest, who knows. I've been keeping track if you'd like to see the record."

"Yes! That would be very helpful."

"Hmm." She tilted her head and smiled at his enthusiasm. "Afraid I don't know their territories. We eliminated all the nests here, except for some Terrible Terrors on the other side of the island. They've learned better than to trouble us, so it's not worth it to drive them out of their cove."

Terrors, eh? Not the dragons Hiccup was hoping to find, but still something he could use. "Can you take me there?"

"Today?" she asked, surprised.

"Tomorrow."

Hesitantly, she said, "It's a bit of a trek…"

"On foot, I'm sure it is," he answered and nodded his head towards Toothless.

Nott blinked, opening her mouth slightly. "On him? You would let me ride on him…"

Hiccup turned towards the Night Fury. "Would you be okay with that, bud?"

In answer, Toothless walked up to Nott and rubbed against her arm.

"I'm surprised he's so friendly," she remarked. Again, as she had at the docks, she sounded admiring.

"He's not being as nice you think. He probably likes the idea that you'll be getting one up on Dagur by riding him first."

"Dagur's never been on him? But I thought…" She stopped and laughed, then grinned at Hiccup. "Well then, I can't say no to that!"

With little time left until supper, Hiccup went back to the house. He felt bad leaving Toothless outside, but the Night Fury didn't seem interested in entering Dagur's home. After sniffing at the doorway, Toothless had trotted himself into the stable. Hiccup guessed it was progress; if Toothless thought he were in any danger, he'd charge right in rather than leave Hiccup alone in Dagur's domain.

Dagur walked in the door and acted as if he hadn't expected Hiccup to be there- his eyes widened and he pounced on him right away and started kissing his face.

"Woah, woah," Hiccup insisted, gently pushing him back. "What happened to a 'hello' first?"

"This is hello," Dagur answered throatily.

"Hi. Get off me now… No, don't go lower, get off me!"

Dagur pulled away from his neck and moaned, "Awww. I wanna."

"I know where this led last time and I don't want to do it on the table," Hiccup replied. "Do you have any maps?"

The question confused Dagur enough to distract him. He indicated a chest by the wall and then opened it. Pulling out several rolled parchments, he handed them to Hiccup.

"Here you are, my sweet lava rush-"

"Your name suggestions are getting worse."

"If you would stop rejecting them, I wouldn't have to get so creative," Dagur pointed out. "Do you need these for something? I can show you around."

"Thanks, but I plan to ride Toothless. I want to get a feel for the terrain. Some places might be good for flight exercises once we have some of your people on dragonback," he said. "By the way, nice job with the arena. It looks good."

Dagur beamed.

While the other man began work on supper, Hiccup sat at the table and studied the maps. They looked useful and they were probably accurate, but he hadn't seen enough of the island yet to make that judgment himself. He decided to copy a few of them into his journal and started work on that.

"So what did you do today?" he asked Dagur.

"Inspected the armada. I always tell Nott to upkeep it, but she cares so much more about sheep than ships." He tossed his head. He was probably rolling his eyes, too, Hiccup guessed. "She didn't do a bad job _this_ time. Oh, and I can't _believe_ what she left me with. She didn't do any of the baby naming ceremonies when I was gone, so I'm stuck with ten of them tomorrow. Ten! She left them for me on purpose!"

"Don't like babies, Dagur?" he asked mischievously.

He could hear the other man's sneer in his voice as he muttered, "Other people's babies. I hate other people's babies. Other people's babies will bow to my babies!"

"Considering you're chief, yes, they will." Hiccup raised his left hand from the page to wipe the charcoal off his fingers. "I've done a few of those for Dad. They always spit up on me. There's just something about me that makes babies puke."

"My babies will not puke on you. My babies will shower you with nothing but adoration!"

"They better, since I'm bringing them into this world," he remarked.

"Do you want to come with me?" Dagur asked. "You could bless the kids. That would get everyone really excited."

"Huh? Why would I…" Hiccup's confusion lasted for only a moment, before giving way to realization and then irritation. He grunted in annoyance. "Okay, I am saying this now for the record. I don't have powers and I won't pretend I do. So don't ask."

"You really think that, don't you?"

"I'm not magic, Dagur."

"I disagree," he said and then added with a grin, "but your worlds aren't why."

In spite of himself, Hiccup felt a warm patter.

He put his journal and the maps aside when supper was ready. After they had eaten, Dagur whisked him into the bedroom. Hiccup was feeling lazy and he'd done enough biting and scratching last night; he let Dagur have his way. The man's lips were on him first, then his hands, and Hiccup sighed. It was probably selfish of him to be enjoying this as much as he was, but he was giving a lot to the Berserkers in return. And no one could claim Dagur wasn't pleased by the arrangement. No, not at all, Hiccup thought as he rode the force of that pleasure.

"I could keep going," Dagur whispered as Hiccup lay across his chest. The two of them were breathing heavily and Hiccup felt spent.

"Good for you. I can't," he muttered. He wasn't sure if he believed Dagur really had the energy or not, but he knew he didn't. He wanted to lie here and at the most lick Dagur's skin before he drifted into sleep.

He felt Dagur's fingers run down his side. "Did I please you?"

"Yes."

"Then I am satisfied," Dagur said. "If I can make you happy, I will."

* * *

><p>"Is this how you always get around?" Nott called out over the wind.<p>

"No. Usually, we go much faster," Hiccup said and gave Toothless a nudge.

The Night Fury gave a powerful flap and accelerated. Behind him, Hiccup heard Nott gasp and then laugh. Toothless was going pretty easy on her, even for a first time flyer, and Hiccup suspected it was part of some master scheme to annoy Dagur.

"You haven't told me yet, why do you want to visit a Terror nest?" she asked.

"Can't have a dragon academy without dragons. We're going to take a few back with us."

"What? Those little beasts? You can't ride them, what good are they!"

He looked over his shoulder at her and grinned. "I'm not here to teach your people how to ride dragons. I'm here to show you how to live with them."

The Terrors' home was an isolated section of beach, sheltered by a cliff face. On foot, the climb would have been steep but not insurmountable. As long as the tiny dragons didn't venture far from their territory, trouble would be the only reward for driving them off. He landed Toothless on the far edge of the cove. A cluster of Terrors on the shore watched them descend, but didn't flee or move to attack. Instead, they watched curiously. Hiccup made a trilling call- a poor imitation of their chirps, but one that should get across the message that he was friendly. They scampered towards him.

"What should we do?" Nott whispered urgently, which made him smile. She didn't realize just how far from dangerous this situation was.

"Try not to make any threatening gestures, but even if you, you probably won't scare them off. I wouldn't worry about it," he replied casually. He turned to Toothless' saddlebags.

"Hiccup of Berk, you're mad!"

"No, that's your brother." He took out a fish. Kneeling down, he offered it to the Terrors. The three of them happily began pulling it apart. "These little guys aren't like you think. They can be aggressive when they're hunting, but they like affection."

He sat down and wasn't very surprised when one of the Terrors approached and started rubbing itself against his hand. He petted the dragon and it curled up against him.

"That…" Nott started in surprise.

"They do this all the time. Don't get me wrong, they can be obnoxious. But they can also be sweet."

"I don't understand," she said. "I've been around dragons. I've never seen them act like this or like your Night Fury."

"You have to give them a chance to be like this. Hostility is more of a learned behavior for them than this is. But I'm guessing we got lucky. These guys probably haven't left this cove much, so they haven't met other humans to teach them to see us as a threat."

"Was that the case with him?" she asked, nodding towards Toothless.

Hiccup shook his head. "No. Toothless knew I could hurt him. I earned his trust."

By now the fish had been gobbled and the other two Terrors began butting their heads against Hiccup. They probably wanted food more than attention, but he was happy to give them both.

"There's more fish in Toothless' bag," he said. "Grab one and join us."

She gave him an uncertain look. "If I lose a finger, I'm taking one from you."

The Terrors knew their priorities. As soon as Nott sat, they darted away from Hiccup and onto her lap. She gave a start as they landed on her.

"That's why you toss the fish," he said.

"Might have done well to say that a moment ago!" she retorted, stiffening. But as the small dragons lightly hobbled over her legs, she relaxed. Tentatively, she reached down her hand and petted one. "They can't all be like this."

"Every dragon has his own personality. And there are some species we may be better off leaving alone than trying to tame," he answered, thinking of the Red Death and the Screaming Death. Any dragon called something "death", probably. "But more of them are like this than you think. My friends ride a Deadly Nadder, a Monstrous Nightmare, a Hideous Zippleback, and a Gronckle. My dad used to ride a Thunderdrum. And I've made friends with a Typhoomerang."

"A Ty-what-is-it?"

"Oh right, you might not know about those."

"How do you ride a Nightmare? They explode into flames."

"If the Nightmare likes you, he won't do it while you're on his back," Hiccup said, smiling as he thought of some of the well-deserved tricks Hookfang had played on Snotlout.

Nott's eyes suddenly a lit and, quite seriously, she asked, "Does that mean it would be possible to ride a Skrill?"

The question surprised Hiccup, but it shouldn't have. It had been silly of him to think Dagur was the only Berserker interested in his tribe's symbol. "Maybe? You'd have to find a Skrill first and I've only seen one. Um… did Dagur tell you about that?"

"Oh, yes." She raised her hands and clenched them. "I can't believe he lost it before he brought it home to show me! Ooo, I still could choke him for that!"

Hiccup almost laughed. In anger, Nott didn't simply share a resemblance with Dagur; she used the same gestures and facial expressions, although her eyes didn't have her brother's demented sparkle.

"I hope you don't have your heart set on a Skrill. It's far more likely I can get you a Nadder or a Nightmare, but they're only 'common' in that they're easier to find. As mounts go, it's hard to find a better choice."

"Get for me?" she questioned.

"You're going to join the academy, aren't you?"

From the start, he had assumed she would simply because she was Dagur's sister and obviously a prominent member of the tribe. But he also liked what he had observed of her behavior; she had started as wary around Toothless, but also curious, and she was gently cradling the Terrors in her arms now.

"Ha! You don't expect I'm going to turn down that offer, do you?" she replied.

"Good, because I need your help picking the other students. I need people who can set an example for the rest of your tribe, so everyone will know how dragons should be treated."

"Shouldn't you be asking Dagur?"

"I'm sure Dagur can tell me who's the loudest and the craziest, but I need people who are more than that. They need to be capable, but also patient and have some empathy."

She gave him a sly look. "Are you trying to get on my good side? I'll warn you now, I'm immune to any man's charms and I can tell a diplomatic ploy by the smell of perfume over the dung."

"I didn't realize I was on your bad side," he quipped. He kept his tone lighthearted, but truthfully he didn't know how Nott viewed him. She seemed friendly enough in conversation, but as she herself had stated, his relationship with Dagur was a very good reason for her to be suspicious. "I know what I need and I'm making an educated guess that you can get it for me. Pick five to seven people, yourself included."

"Does that include Dagur?" she asked, her tone guarded.

He hoped she would appreciate an honest answer. "When the time comes for Dagur, he'll be getting private lessons." He saw her quirk an eyebrow and hastily added, "I don't mean like that!"

"So far, I like you, Hiccup," she said. She used her thumb to rub the head of a Terror who had wriggled into her hand. "But I still expect you to try something shifty."

He stood up and shrugged. "Yeah, you're right. It's why I brought you here. Mind holding those Terrors while we ride Toothless back?"

Her eyes widened into a fiery glare. She gathered up the three small dragons into one arm. "I don't think you know what force you've called upon, Berkian."

He held open his arms. "I can take one and still manage Toothless."

"Oh, no," she insisted, rising to her feet. "I am a Berserker and a challenge is a challenge."
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**Chapter Thirty-Two**

Dagur tried to hold him steady, his hands bracing the lower half of Hiccup's back, but the spasm shared between them was overwhelming. Dagur gasped and pulled Hiccup against him tightly; Hiccup released a cry and then dropped his head against Dagur's shoulder.

"I'm done," Hiccup said. "I'm really done."

Dagur rubbed his arm tenderly. Then, slowly, they untangled themselves and lay down against the furs. Hiccup rolled onto his back and closed his eyes.

"Mmm…" Dagur still seemed to have energy and he reached his hand to rove over Hiccup's body. The touch was gentle, almost soothing, and didn't disturb Hiccup in his exhaustion, so he allowed it. Dagur's fingers ran down the taut muscles of his stomach. "Niiiiice."

"You know if you do your job, those are going to go away," Hiccup muttered.

"I'll enjoy it while it lasts. And then I'll enjoy what follows." He felt Dagur press a kiss to his forehead. "Did I please you?"

Was Dagur always going to ask that after coupling? Why? Was he trying to be cute? No, Hiccup didn't think so. He didn't sound smug.

"You can't tell?"

"Did I, Hiccup?" The other man's voice became urgent.

Something about the question was troubling, but Hiccup was too tried to work it out in his head. Simply, he answered, "Yes."

* * *

><p>The Terrible Terrors, snug in the only pen at the academy with bars spaced close enough to hold them, were fed and Hiccup left Toothless to watch them. They didn't need the Night Fury's supervision, but Hiccup thought his dragon might get bored with the activity he'd planned for himself today, and Toothless agreed with the arrangement.<p>

"I'd let you roam if I could, bud," he said. The Berserkers probably wouldn't hurt Toothless, but the treaty was too new for him to feel comfortable chancing it. He wished he could let the Terrors out of their cage, too, but until he was satisfied they were trained, he couldn't count on them not flying away. They were small enough to slip through the gaps in the arena's wire ceiling. "Thanks for being patient. It'll get better soon, I'm working on it."

He left the academy, walking back into town. He intended to visit the forge today and had his shield with him. While he was certain that the master blacksmith would let him use their tools if he asked, that would be in consideration of his status as the heir of Berk or as an in-between. He wanted to show them from the start that he was capable of much more than merely playing around with fire.

"Hey, dragon boy!"

He turned around. Standing, her hands on her hips and a smirk on her face, was the same woman who had come up to him the day he had arrived on the island. She was also one of the women who had stood and offered her oath at the feast.

"Hi… uh… Gloa, right?" he asked. Was this going to get awkward? He didn't want to deal with this kind of awkward.

"You got it right." She did a little hop, jutting forward her hip. "I'm still interested in a ride. Look me up when you run our chief out of stamina."

"Uh…"

He had no idea how to respond to that, but she turned around and swayed off before he could even begin to stammer.

Wow. That… was not what he had expected and he felt confused, but undeniably flattered. He wouldn't be accepting her invitation, of course, not even if Dagur weren't driving him into blissful exhaustion nightly, but the sort of flustered he felt now was strange but nice. He wasn't used to thinking of himself as attractive, when before the only woman who'd ever taken an interest in him was…

_Astrid_, he thought with a pang and realized he was being an ass.

What was he going to do about Astrid? This working vacation of his, while it created distance, might not help. She was back on Berk, suffering through the brunt of the fallout, while he was here getting his shallowest fantasies fulfilled. He owed her a debt- more than that, a penance, but he had no idea what he could do.

Maybe now wasn't the time that he could find an answer. He had work on this island that he couldn't ignore- perhaps, somehow, something for Astrid would come of that.

He arrived at the forge. There he demonstrated several of his shield's tricks and then handed it over to the master smith for inspection. Then he asked if he could assist with the workload for the day. He caught a few skeptical looks from the other smiths, but in a way that heartened him. They weren't blindly taking his word that he could do as he said. But they accepted his offer and the tasks they gave him were common yet complicated enough that he knew he was being treated seriously.

As he worked, he noticed most of the men around him were shirtless. It was in consideration of the heat and, as his sweat soaked through his own garments, Hiccup envied them. A few of the female workers wore up top just enough for modesty's sake. Hiccup's wrap sufficed for that and surely no one would say anything, but he didn't dare remove any of his layers. He couldn't abide the thought of drawing such attention to his first world, of making the difference between him and the other men so obvious.

But it was going to become obvious. It was inevitable, was the thought that niggled at his brain. No amount of diligence or cleverness would allow him to conceal the shape that pregnancy would force upon him. For a moment, the idea froze him completely, left him feeling jarred and desperate.

He had to accept it, he told himself. He'd made his commitment to the exchange- for all he knew, he could be pregnant already. And he wanted what would come of it; if he couldn't endure it gracefully, than it was his sacrifice for something greater: for peace. For a child, his _own_ child.

Right now, it was easier not to think about it.

When he returned to the academy to retrieve Toothless, he found Nott sitting by the now open Terror pen. Two of the dragons were hopping on her lap, the other was curled over her shoulder.

"I'm almost tempted to take one of them home," she said, reaching up to pet the Terror. "Almost."

"Some people do. We use them to send messages."

"They can be trained for that? They're not as stupid as they lo- Ow!" The one on her shoulder bit her finger, as if taking offense to the remark. Nott began to curse. The Terror jumped down and started to skitter off, but she leaned over and snatched him up. "No, you don't! If you have the brains to understand me, then you will sit here and think about what you've done!"

Hiccup laughed. "You're a natural."

With a sharp look, she demanded, "Are you mocking me?"

"Not at all," he said, which was the truth.

"Hmm. Well, I've got six candidates for you. When would you like to evaluate them?"

"That won't be necessary. Bring them here tomorrow afternoon and we can start training."

"Just like that?" she asked with a suspicious glance.

She probably thought he was trying to trick her into trusting him by pretending to trust her first- but Hiccup honestly did trust Nott. He didn't see that he had much choice. He needed to get the academy started as quickly as possible. He didn't know when the next dragon attack would be; it could be next week, it could be tomorrow. He also didn't know when he would become pregnant and how much that might impair him. He wanted to guess not much at the start, but when had anything been easy for him? Even though he barely knew Nott, he felt the best choice was to put faith in her decisions. Since the Berserkers were his allies now, he should show trust in their authority figures.

Maybe. He still didn't trust Dagur's judgment. Something to do with the "deranged" bit of his title.

"Unless you can think of a reason otherwise," he told her. "I'm here to start something, not wait around."

"Not yet anyway."

"Huh?"

"I can see why they named you 'Hiccup'. How much running about are you going to do once my brother starts something in you?"

Was she trying to insult him? Or was she testing his reaction, how far she could push him or how easily she could break down what she thought was a veneer of diplomacy?

"All the more reason not to wait," he said. It didn't seem worthwhile to get angry with her. She was mistrustful of him because of how he influenced Dagur's behavior. In her position, he would feel the same wariness. Climbing onto Toothless, he added, "Thanks for taking care of the recruiting. Cage the Terrors when you're done."

Toothless trotted them out of the academy and then took off for the quick flight- short enough to feel more like a jump- to Dagur's home. Hiccup went inside to get Toothless' fish and found Dagur removing dinner from the fire.

"Ah, excellent timing," Dagur remarked and then leered. "Come here and say hello."

Shrugging, Hiccup walked towards him. Sure, he'd kiss Dagur and then probably shove Dagur off him as the man tried to take it further. As he approached, Dagur's nose wrinkled. The Berserker grabbed Hiccup's arm, yanked it up, and stuck his head under it.

"Uuuugh," he declared, pulling away. "You smell!"

Hiccup rolled his eyes. "I worked at the blacksmith's today."

"And you _smell_."

"So don't stick your nose in my armpit."

"Go take a bath," he insisted.

"What? How is this any worse than-"

"I will not have this smell at the table," Dagur said, putting his hands on his hips and tossing his head indignantly. "Is this a habit you want to teach our children?"

"Yeah, _I'm_ the one they're going to be learning bad habits from," he retorted. Then he sighed. The lake wasn't that far away and he did feel grimy, but he'd been ignoring it. "Fine. Whatever. I'm feeding Toothless first."

He returned almost half an hour later, soaked. Dagur could complain about his clothes dripping water on the floor and furniture if he wanted to, but Hiccup never undressed somewhere public; he had simply jumped into the lake and stayed underwater until he'd felt clean enough to leave. Besides, he figured the clothes would be coming off soon enough.

"Happy?" he asked as he took his seat.

"Yes," Dagur answered primly.

"You don't smell like fresh berries yourself, you know. And you're just going to get me sweaty again later."

"Yes, but I like to know what's me."

"You're the soul of romance," Hiccup drawled. He took a bite of his dinner, which was boiled yak. Boiled in what, he couldn't identify, because it wasn't any sauce Gobber used and it was delicious. "Wow. You really can cook."

Dagur smiled. Then he did something with his tongue that Hiccup could only describe, if he was being polite, as "suggestive".

"Okay, maybe? Let's eat first."

To keep Dagur in the loop, Hiccup told him about the Terrors he and Nott had captured yesterday and that the first official lesson of the Berserker dragon academy would take place tomorrow.

"It'll be basic stuff. You already learned it with Toothless," he said. "I can teach you more if we continue your lessons privately."

He hoped Dagur didn't realize that statement was diplomatic and not a compliment. He fully expected that if he did try sticking Dagur in a group class, the other man get disruptive and distracted too easily.

"_Privately_, eh?" Dagur questioned, rolling the word.

Of course, he would think something dirty. Hiccup wasn't surprised at all. "Yep. Soon as we get you a dragon to ride."

"A Skrill?"

And, of course, Dagur would insist on that, too. "Let's see what flies at us."

"Why wait for an attack?" he asked. "Let's take the armada and go hunting!"

That was a bad idea for many reasons, the foremost being that Hiccup couldn't trust Berserker warriors not to fall back on their instincts to maim or kill. It would be one thing if that happened defending their town- he might hate that, but he could forgive it- yet quite another if they provoked a dragon in its nest. Plus, a dragon they deliberately yanked out of its territory would be all the more determined to escape and go home.

"No. We don't want to accidentally capture a mother with eggs or a dragon that just wants to be left alone. The ones that will come to the island are also the best candidates for accepting riders," he said. "Let them choose for us."

"You want to take the armada out anyway?" Dagur leaned forward eagerly, his eyes flashing an excited sparkle.

"No." Hiccup gave a dismissive laugh. "What is it with you and the armada?"

"The armada is mighty and fearsome! All tremble-"

"-before Toothless so much more than your armada."

Dagur's shoulders slumped and he puckered his lips in a pout.

Hiccup reached over and petted his cheek. "Poor baby-boo. Want to take my clothes off?"

That perked him up considerably.

* * *

><p>It was a good start, Hiccup thought. Although he'd only spent a few days with his new students, he could tell Nott had chosen well, and Terrible Terrors probably were the best starter dragons for Berserkers. Since they were too tiny to be ridden, the students couldn't treat them simply as tools and had to interact with them as fellow creatures sharing the world.<p>

Outside of lessons, Hiccup spent his time either at the forge or exploring the island with Toothless. He passed his saddle designs along to the blacksmiths, cautioning them that these were basic patterns and that every dragon had its unique requirements. Using Dagur's maps and following his own curiosity, he found sites in the forest that he could eventually use for obstacle courses and located a few patches where dragon nip grew.

At night, there was other work.

He couldn't help smirking as he watched Dagur wriggle and buck beneath him- the other man's face gave too much away, as did the howling. There were so many snappy comments he could make right now, but he thought sex ought to have a little dignity- which might make him the crazy here one. Besides, most of his breath was spent in the effort to keep Dagur pinned down. Not that the other man was trying to throw Hiccup off, but at the moment many of his reactions were beyond his control and he had natural force that was hard to resist while Hiccup was so intimately clutching a piece of him.

"Gods," Hiccup breathed when it was over. He dismounted and dropped onto his back.

"What about me?" Dagur asked.

"You, too."

He inhaled deeply, slowly, for the sake of his still-racing heart. Every night. It had been every night. Either he was in better shape than he thought or he was driving himself towards collapse. Of course, Dagur was probably fine. Dagur could probably go for a round two- Hiccup wasn't going to ask.

Then came the question. The question Hiccup heard after every single time.

"Did I please you?"

_Didn't I do most of the work this time?_ he almost said- and didn't, because he knew it wouldn't be taken for the joke he meant it. Those words would sting, because for Dagur the question was serious.

"Yes," he answered.

Why did Dagur feel such a driving need to always ask that? Why did he need to hear the answer, when surely he could feel it from Hiccup's body? What had him so worried?

As if replying to Hiccup's thoughts, Dagur said, "If I can make you happy, I will."
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**Chapter Thirty-Three**

The deep, resonating boom of a horn blared through the night. After a pause, it repeated. There was nothing musical about the sound. It was a warning.

"Does that mean what I think it does?" Hiccup asked Dagur, shooting him a look of alarm.

Sneering, Dagur answered, "Dragon attack."

Nott's estimate had been right- it was almost two weeks since Hiccup had asked for her prediction. At least they hadn't gotten very far in the bedroom yet; Hiccup was still fully dressed. Dagur started rebuckling his armor.

"I'm going for Toothless. Will your warriors be ready?"

"If they aren't, I'll kill them," Dagur said.

It was how casually he spoke that made Hiccup worry he was serious. "I'm going to isolate the leader-"

"I know the plan," Dagur insisted, then gave him an earnest look. "Be careful. Please."

He smiled. "I'm not the one with 'deranged' in my title. I got this. _You_ be careful. The treaty allows for self-defense. Don't sacrifice any of your people, Dagur."

He waited to see Dagur give a nod of acknowledgement and then ran out of the house. Outside, Toothless had left the stable and was standing at the door, ready for him to mount. Hiccup took a moment to check the saddle was still properly strapped and then climbed on.

"Alright, bud," he said, patting Toothless' neck. "It's time."

He wasn't afraid- dragon fire had stopped scaring him long ago- but he was nervous. The opportunity this night held was one of the reasons he'd fought so hard for this treaty. This night, if he succeeded, would end another war and give the Berserkers the skies to share with Berk.

_If we really can be sister tribes…_

He and Dagur could keep working for a baby tomorrow.

They took off into the air. Hiccup scanned the sky for fire. Because of previous raids, the Berserkers had decided to store their food in multiple sheds throughout town rather than one central location. The dragons might attack any of the sheds, but more likely they would go for yaks. Dagur had ordered some of the older cattle left out in the pasture as a lure and, looking in that direction, Hiccup saw that the bait was being taken; a ring of flame burned in the field. He nudged Toothless and the Night Fury flew them towards it.

Toothless' wings weren't silent, but their beat could barely be heard against the clamor on the ground. The dragon's dark color let them blend into the night, allowing Hiccup to observe the fight before rushing in. A group of Berserker warriors were on the field, shouting and clanging their weapons against their shields. So far, they were following Hiccup's instructions; no one was slinging stones or arrows, but a few soldiers stood ready with nets. Capture or drive off, that was the plan; ax and sword would be the last resort, not the first, tonight.

If Nott's records were accurate, the dragons that raided the Berserkers were common breeds- Nadders, Gronckles, Zipplebacks, and the like. That was a mix Hiccup had plenty of experience handling and it was what he saw in the sky, roaring and shrieking. A Nadder headed for the yaks while a cluster of Gronckles veered towards the Berserkers. The first one on the ground got a net tossed over it and three warriors jumped on the dragon, wrestling its mouth shut.

_None of these burned that ring_, Hiccup thought. _So who-_

He heard a roar and looked up.

"There! That's our target," he told Toothless.

A Monstrous Nightmare. Bold and showy, if any dragon was leading this group, it was the one. That was the dragon he needed to pacify, to befriend. But he was going to have to do the opposite first to get its attention.

Toothless shrieked to make dragons and Berserkers alike aware of their presence- the dragons would be startled, the Berserkers would recognize the sound and take care to avoid them. Heading for the Nightmare, he shot a plasma blast in its direction, aiming the bolt to streak right past it. It was the only warning shot Toothless would give; his other five blasts would be saved in case of need.

The plasma blast was a challenge the Nightmare couldn't ignore. It turned towards Toothless and screamed a spray of fire. Hiccup crouched, clinging to Toothless' neck, as the Night Fury deftly spun them out of range. Toothless flew towards the forest, attempting to draw the Nightmare away from the field and the other fighters. There was a clearing they had prepared beforehand just for this; it was risky because the area was still surrounded by trees and other kindling, but the ground was only dirt and rock. Toothless landed and Nightmare followed.

_Look at me_, Hiccup thought and struck a torch.

The fire, of course, wouldn't scare the Nightmare, but it should intrigue it. It turned its head towards Hiccup and then reared back in surprise. A human on a dragon, Hiccup hoped that was what startled it and would get the dragon to wonder. The Nightmare growled and Toothless answered. Not for the first time, Hiccup wished he could understand their communication. The noises coming from the Nightmare changed; it no longer sounded hostile. He let Toothless talk and then jumped down from the saddle.

The Monstrous Nightmare fixed its eyes on Hiccup as slowly he approached. The dragon looked wary, but Toothless didn't growl a warning. A torch wasn't a weapon to a dragon and Hiccup kept hold of it, keeping himself visible- and vulnerable. The Nightmare should recognize that.

"We want to be friends," he said. "There's a better way for both of us."

He reached his hand, palm out, towards the Nightmare's snout…

* * *

><p>Most of the dragons that had been caught last night were Gronckles. Hiccup almost laughed thinking of Berserkers on the backs of those stubborn things. Gronckles were tolerant, but they were boulders- it was hard to prod them into anything they didn't want to do and working with them required a true partnership, like Fishlegs and Meatlug had developed. They might be the perfect dragons to temper the wildness of their new riders.<p>

The lone Zippleback had been captured, too; the account Hiccup heard suggested it had deliberately exposed itself trying to defend one of the Gronckles. In the pens, the Zippleback argued with itself while most of the Gronckles rested. A few anxiously gnawed at the bars and warbled, making their disgruntlement known. The Monstrous Nightmare- a female, Hiccup had discovered- he had decided to give free roam of the academy as a sign of his trust. Last night, after she had let him touch her, he had climbed onto her back and returned to the fray. At her roar the dragons had stopped fighting and the Berserkers had put down their arms. As agreed upon beforehand, Dagur let the remaining uncaptured dragons take a few yaks and fly away. Hiccup hoped that when another raiding party returned in a few weeks, he could show them that their old companions were happy and had made new friends.

Something barreled into Hiccup and lifted him off the ground. Not surprisingly, it was Dagur, who started jabbering in his ear.

"You were amazing! The way you wrangled that Nightmare- you took off and then you came back and _wham_!" Ow! Did Dagur just bite him on the head? "I love your brain."

"Please don't eat my hair," he said, pushing himself out of Dagur's hold so he could turn around and actually face the man.

Dagur's green eyes were shinning with adoration. "Hiccup! Oh, my mighty and clever little-"

"What did I tell you about calling me 'little'?" he insisted, yet he smiled. He was starting to find Dagur's enthusiasm endearing and he liked seeing that light in his eyes. At times, it was very sweet. "Come with me."

He took Dagur's hand and led him towards the arena, where the Monstrous Nightmare was exchanging nips and warbles of conversation with Toothless. Purple in scale and slightly on the large size, she was an excellent specimen of her kind. Certainly a dragon worthy of a chief.

"This is a Monstrous Nightmare. They are among the most aggressive of dragons and eager to face any challenge. Ten shot limit- that's more than a Night Fury, the firepower to destroy a forest and, of course, a tendency to ignite their entire body in flames when they're angry." As well as a penchant for demonstratively expressing displeasure when they disagreed with their riders, Hiccup thought and decided not to mention. Dagur could discover that for himself. "I think she's just the dragon for you, Dagur."

"Mmm." Dagur crossed his arms and bobbed his head back and forth, frowning. "Nah."

The Nightmare roared derisively at him.

"'Nah'? What do you mean 'nah'?" Hiccup snapped. "She's beautiful and terrifying, what more do you want?"

"There are only two dragons for me. You, my tiny Night Fury, and my Skrill."

So, Dagur was ignoring yet again that Hiccup had vetoed that name. And he was ignoring reality altogether. Hiccup growled in frustration.

"Dagur, you're not going to find another Skrill. It's not out there. I've looked, I've looked almost as hard as I have for another Night Fury, because I wanted to find it before you did and could go crazy with it like last time. You can't put off training until you find one. That could be years- that could be your whole life!"

"It won't be," he insisted. "You know where my Skrill is."

"What do you mean?" Hiccup asked uneasily.

"You were the last one to see it. You saw where it went. You didn't take it home to Berk, but you wouldn't have let it go unless you could be sure it was somewhere I wouldn't get to it. And it must still be alive- you'd never kill a dragon, Hiccup!"

"I…" There was no way Dagur could have reasoned through to the truth. This was another of his crazy leaps in thinking, but this one happened to be right. And it was so close to the facts Hiccup wanted to conceal that he found himself stammering. "Dagur… I…"

"You do know where it is!" Dagur cried happily. He pressed his hands together. "Oh, Hiccup! Hiccup, tell me, tell me, tell me-"

"No!" Hiccup burst. He flung his hands down and then clenched them into fists. "Do you think I'm crazy? I'm not going to just hand over to you one of the most dangerous dragons I've ever met!"

Dagur stopped and blinked. His jaw quivered. "But… but… I thought you liked me now. I thought you trusted me…"

He sounded hurt and Hiccup could see a sudden spark of pain in his eyes. He sighed. He hadn't meant to cut Dagur that deeply. He hadn't thought his words would have that effect- he had meant to reprimand, but had forgotten how greatly his approval mattered to Dagur.

"I do like you, weirdly enough. You're kind of… nice when you're not trying so ridiculously hard to live up to your title," he admitted. "But our treaty is barely a month old. I want to think I'm seeing the real Dagur now, but it's way too soon for me to trust that. So when you tell me you want that Skrill-"

Dagur grabbed him and kissed him. The interruption made Hiccup angry again and he pulled away.

"What was that?" he demanded, glaring. "Are you trying to shut me up?"

"No." Dagur dropped onto his knee and took Hiccup's hand. He stroked the back of it with his thumb. His eyes did not meet Hiccup's, but the bow of his head seemed less a gesture of shame than it did honesty and acceptance. "Sometimes, having you near… it's what I want, so I forgot I still have so much to prove. If I can make you happy, I will. When I've earned your trust, then I'll be worthy of my Skrill."
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**Chapter Thirty-Four**

Hiccup decided to pair the Monstrous Nightmare with Nott, who named her Helbane. The two seemed charmed with each other, however Berserker's other soon-to-be riders didn't meet with such immediate success. The academy was full of grumpy Gronckles and a very confused Zippleback. Hiccup told them to give it time and meanwhile experimented to see who could feed his or her new dragon a rock without getting it spat back at them as a lava blast. Meatlug's disposition these Gronckles did not have, although they obeyed when Toothless or Helbane growled at them.

"Come on," he told Nott at the end of second day, after the rest of the students had left. "You're ready to start flying."

Somehow, that first lesson turned into a race- which he and Toothless won, but Nott and Helbane hadn't been far behind. They were a much better match than Helbane and Dagur ever could have been. Dagur needed a dragon who could tame _him_, not the other way around, and Helbane might have served that purpose, but perhaps it was just as well the man had decided to wait around for the impossible.

The next day Hiccup got another dragon into the sky: the Zippleback, claimed by two women who were partners in a hearth marriage. They said they could easily share a dragon, but he swore they argued with each other as much as Ruffnut and Tuffnut did. Maybe that was what they liked in each other. He was sleeping with Dagur, so who was he to judge? At least they kept the Zippleback steady.

After that, the Gronckles started to get friendlier with the Berserkers, whom Hiccup was gratified to note had treated the dragons well from the start. By the end of the week, they were flying in formation. Berserker Island had its first riders.

The sessions at the academy were only part of Hiccup's work. Phase two was to make the island more hospitable to dragons overall. After checking with Nott that the food supplies could support it, he oversaw the set up of feeding stations through the town. On Berk, the stations were unguarded; with so many friendly dragons roaming the village, they kept their own in line and enforced the rules of conduct. Since that social contract didn't yet exist on Berserker Island, lookouts were posted and ordered only interfere if someone got rowdy. Tallies were to be kept of which breeds frequented the feeders; Hiccup wouldn't be surprised if to start the only visitors were the academy dragons. Still, the invitation was there and he was confident it would be accepted in time.

And he had to prepare the other Berserkers, not just the riders, for that. He started taking the Terrible Terrors out of the academy and walking around town with them, letting them play with whoever was bold enough to venture near them. The Berserkers didn't seem to have their equivalent of Mildew, thank every god for _that_, and they followed Hiccup's proscriptions exactly. He did worry that their strict adherence might be rooted in reverence for him, but he was getting the results he wanted and so he tried not to dwell on that thought.

Pretty soon Hiccup expected he could release the three Terrors to wander about as they wanted. When that happened, he would bring some more over from the nest. And soon enough he would be able to trust Helbane to roam as freely as Toothless- everything was coming together as he had hoped.

This had been worth it.

* * *

><p>"I think things are going well, don't you?" Hiccup asked Toothless, pausing to give his dragon a scratch on the head.<p>

He had decided to give his students a break. It had been a busy few weeks and he could do with a day to relax himself. Not to be completely unproductive, he'd flown Toothless into the woods to gather dragon nip.

"I mean, who knew, right? Three or four months ago, I thought Dagur wanted to put me in a cage and poke me with sharp objects. I was right about the poking, if not so much the cage or the sharp. And now we've got Berserkers on Gronckles!"

Toothless sniffed, probably in response to the mention of Dagur.

"Still don't like him, do you, bud? I can't blame you. He was an idiot. Is an idiot. As if I'm ever giving him that Skrill. He'd go… berserk with it. Start shooting down lightning for fun and set the whole island on fire. And that's assuming _I_ can train it, because you know it would be me, not him. Yeah, Dagur training anything. Do I laugh or do I cry?"

They reached the patch of dragon nip. Hiccup knelt in the grass and began plucking grass, dropping it carefully into his basket. He expected that at any moment Toothless would start rolling around on the ground. But instead the dragon butted his head against Hiccup and gave an inquisitive look.

"What's going on, bud?" Hiccup asked. "Everything okay?"

Toothless sniffed his shirt. Hiccup was puzzled. What did he smell? Something curious enough to distract him from dragon nip? What could that be?

Toothless pressed his nose against Hiccup's belly and gave a happy warble.

"Okay, you can't be smelling Dagur on me then. What-"

Toothless rubbed the side of his head against Hiccup's stomach. This wasn't an area the Night Fury usually targeted for affection. But it was a behavior Hiccup had seen in dragons before and he knew what it meant.

He rolled backwards, dropping onto his bottom, thunderstruck.

"You're sure?" he asked Toothless urgently. "You're absolutely sure?"

Toothless gave him a look reproaching him for the question.

His hands started trembling. He didn't know what to do with them or with his breathing, which had suddenly become short. He didn't know whether to shout or laugh or stay absolutely silent as this change sunk into his brain, into his heart.

"I'm pregnant."

He felt a rush of joy, like the first time he had flown Toothless. He laughed at himself and almost cried. He had wondered how he would feel at this moment, if he would be startled or scared, if he would feel his body had betrayed him and only dread the transformation that was coming- but that wasn't where his thoughts had gone, not at all.

_"A little guy I get to teach about dragons and life and how awesome this archipelago is and everything…"_

He wanted this. Getting this would be such a mess, but he wanted it. He felt such a bound of happiness, of excitement, that it seemed too much to contain. He leaned over and hugged his dragon tightly.

"Toothless, I'm going to have a baby."

Everything would be well. Everything _was_ well and perfectly so. All the terrible things he thought might happen, none of them had. So far, everything had turned out the best way he could have hoped- and this? This felt wonderful.

* * *

><p>Hiccup waited patiently, leaning against the dining room table with a big grin on his face. He was surprised Toothless could tell already, but the Night Fury was intimately familiar with his scent; it would probably be several weeks before any other dragons noticed. He was curious how Dagur would react to the news. Oh, the other man would probably say something stupid about his own prowess that would make Hiccup want to kick him, but he might do something else- something sweet, show at least a smile and a sparkle in his eyes.<p>

Dagur stepped into the house. He looked directly at Hiccup and, without a word, marched towards him.

"Um, hello?" Hiccup asked, confused. "What-"

He found himself pressed against the table, pushed down by Dagur's kisses and insistent hands grabbing him.

_I haven't even done anything yet! _he thought. "Hey, no, we're going to eat on this table."

"I'll eat you," Dagur said huskily.

That was a thought. It made Hiccup flush. "Maybe later."

This man was crazy and Hiccup wasn't much saner. How had he lost control of the conversation before it had even begun? He felt the same spark of desire and rush of heat that had started this insanity- wasn't sleeping with Dagur supposed to douse that in him? It obviously hadn't worked, but at this moment, he hardly minded the failure. He reached his hand up to the base of Dagur's braid, to coax the back of his neck.

"Dagur the Deranged- is that really the best title for you?" he asked. "It's not your only quality. Dagur the Assiduous, Dagur the Impassioned…" He leaned up and whispered in the other man's ear, "Dagur the Virile."

"Hmm?" Dagur tilted his head and looked at him curiously.

Hiccup smiled. "I'm pregnant."

Dagur's response was instantaneous. He picked up Hiccup, lifting the other man off his feet, and spun them both around.

"Hiccup!" Dagur called his name like it was his favorite word, which it probably was. "Hiccup, Hiccup, Hiccup-"

"Put me down! You're going to make me nauseous!"

Gently, Dagur lowered him to the floor. He kept his hands on Hiccup's shoulders, smiling warmly, eyes glimmering with joy.

"Hiccup…"

"I'm glad you're happy," he said.

Suddenly, Dagur blinked. "Wait. It's only been…"

"I know!" he said with a laugh. "You probably got me on the first night." Actually, that was a little embarrassing now that he thought about it. He might have conceived at the same moment he had chomped on Dagur's neck.

"Whoa. I thought I'd be good, but that's _good_!"

"Ha!" He laughed harder this time. "If you must know, it was the right time of my cycle and I've been taking stuff, but I'm sure you played a part."

"Oh, well then," Dagur insisted mischievously, "if I only had a _part_, I guess we should start calling you Hiccup the Fertile-"

"On second thought, you can have all the credit you want."

Dagur smiled broadly. His happiness captured his entire face, recasting it with a gentle glow. He looked particularly handsome this way, Hiccup thought, and reached up to cup his cheek.

"Dagur…" Day, light- perhaps he wasn't so poorly named after all.

The other man suddenly scooped him up, holding him aloft in his arms.

"Let's go make another," Dagur purred.

Hiccup laughed. "It doesn't work like that."

"I know. Wanna pretend anyway?"

"Mmm…" Hiccup hummed and pressed his head against the other man's chest. "Yes."
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**Chapter Thirty-Five**

"Down, down, everybody land now!" Hiccup shouted. His voice was louder and more urgent than it needed to be and he heard a concerned whine from one of the dragons behind him, then smelled the weird tang of Zippleback gas. Oh, that did not help. Change of plans. "Nott, take everyone back to the academy! I'll join you shortly!"

He broke formation and coasted Toothless to the ground, under the canopy of the forest, thankfully alone. As soon as they landed, he jumped off Toothless' back. Then he crouched over and threw up.

Great. Oh, this was just great.

Toothless came over and sniffed the pile that Hiccup had left.

"Don't you even think about eating that!" he ordered.

Toothless whined and gave an innocent look.

Hiccup sat down and moaned. Of all the possible maladies to strike him, he couldn't simply get morning sickness, oh no- not a convenient barf and then done before breakfast. No, he had to get _airsick_.

"Why do the gods hate me? Is it because I don't believe in all that 'two worlds means blessed' crap? Because they're doing a great job of _not_ proving it."

He heard a thump and turned his head. Nott had just landed on Helbane and was walking towards him.

"I told you to go back to the academy," he said.

She waved her hand dismissively. "The others will manage or they won't. Are you well?"

"I'm fine. But you can't disobey the squad leader when-"

"Oh, stuff it," she said mildly and glanced around, noticing the pile. "Ah, I wondered. My brother managed it, did he?"

Hiccup sighed and patted his stomach- still flat, for now. "Yep. Got his 'puling little crawler' right here."

"That didn't take long."

"I think absolutely no one will be surprised by that." He stood up. His legs felt wobbly, but he was steady enough. "Please don't say anything. It's still early, so we're keeping it quiet."

Nodding, she asked, "Dagur knows?"

"Huh? Of course he does."

"I'm surprised he hasn't blabbed it all over the island then. He usually doesn't have that sort of restraint. You have quite an effect on him." The last statement was spoken warningly.

Hiccup wondered for a moment if he should be direct and tell Nott he had no intention of manipulating Dagur- at least, no further than he already had- but realized that would serve no purpose. Calling her out might make her more suspicious, and that aside, she did listen to him and had extended her trust when he needed it. He could wait for her to come around in her own time.

"And now he's having quite an effect on me. I'm going to walk back-"

Suddenly, Nott started laughing and he heard a slurping sound behind him. Toothless. He turned. Oh, yes, that had just happened and it was disgusting, making him feel queasy all over again.

"Bad Toothless!" he reprimanded. The Night Fury tilted his head and gave bewildered look, which Hiccup knew was an act. He turned back to Nott and sighed. "As you just saw, it is impossible to really train a dragon."

* * *

><p>Hiccup made an appearance at the academy to assure the other riders that all was well and then rode Toothless- on the ground, not in the air- back to Dagur's home. Toothless followed him inside; it was the first time the Night Fury had stepped into the house and all he did was sniff everything and snort derisively at the obvious Dagur-smell. Hiccup went into the bedroom and lay down, rubbing his stomach.<p>

This was intolerable. This had to be temporary- right? It would go away soon, wouldn't it? He couldn't go seven months without flying and Toothless, he knew, would go stir-crazy after only a few days. Who was going to ride his dragon while he waited this out?

He could ask Nott, he supposed. He intended to ask her to take over the flying lessons for now. But her bond with Helbane was still new and needed to be managed carefully. He didn't need to deal with a jealous Monstrous Nightmare on top of everything else. A Gronckle or Zippleback would be more easy-going about suddenly having to share, but Hiccup didn't know or trust the other Berserker riders well enough to let them fly Toothless.

There was someone, he realized. Perhaps "trust" wasn't the right word to use here and this person wasn't exactly good for Toothless- but Toothless would be very good for _him_. The Night Fury never hesitated to throw someone off his saddle or let them take a short drop when the punishment had been earned.

"I can't believe I'm considering this," Hiccup muttered to himself. Yet weirdly, it made so much sense to try it. "Toothless is going to hate this one."

* * *

><p>"Am I going to like this surprise?" Dagur asked as Hiccup led him through the woods.<p>

"When haven't you liked my surprises?"

"Well…"

"When in our recent history have you not liked my surprises?" Hiccup amended.

"Oh, in that case, I like your surprises. I like them very much," he answered in a low tone best described as sultry. He grabbed Hiccup's hand and placed it against his pants. "Can you feel it?"

Sighing, Hiccup pulled his hand away. "We are not having sex in the woods."

"We are Vikings! We do whatever we want!"

"I don't want to have sex in the woods."

"Oh, okay then," was the weirdly good-natured response he got. "Do I get a hint about the surprise?"

"Sure. Remember how you need to learn to ride a dragon-"

Dagur groaned. "_Hiccup_. We talked about this. You know what I want and I know you don't want to talk about it, but you should know that I'm not going to settle for a Nadder or a Nightmare or… it better not be a Gronckle!"

"What do you have against Gronckles? Okay then, Mr. Fussy, how about this one?"

He led Dagur behind a tree where, now in plain view, Toothless sat on his haunches with his tongue sticking out. As soon as the Night Fury saw the Berserker chief, he closed his mouth and got onto all fours, regarding Dagur with a narrow-eyed stare.

"Toothless?" Dagur clasped his hands together and held them in front of his mouth. "You would let me ride Toothless?"

His tone was hushed and he seemed amazed. It heartened Hiccup to see that he was taking this offer with gravity.

"To be honest, that 'would' is more of a 'have to'," Hiccup admitted. "I'm getting nauseous in the air. It's obvious why, so I'm not worried about me, but Toothless needs someone to take him up. See his tail wing? I'm not sure I made this clear before- I sort of didn't want you to know- but he can't manipulate it. He _can't_ fly without a rider."

"I knew he needed you to fly properly, but I thought he could still… wow," Dagur finished quietly. "That's a big tactical weakness. Is that why you didn't tell me?"

"Yeah. Didn't want you to know how easy it would be to…" Hiccup shook his head and smiled. "But I think I don't need to worry about that anymore."

Dagur smiled back. "No, you don't, my luminous-"

Before Hiccup could protest yet another ridiculous pet name, Toothless reared up and swatted Dagur onto the ground. He growled in Dagur's face, but the Berserker wasn't intimated at all. Instead, Dagur rounded his lips in admiration.

"He's so fierce! Is he jealous? I bet he is! Are you jealous, Mr. Night Fury, now that Hiccup rides me more-"

With another growl, Toothless turned and darted away. When there was some distance between them, he spun back around again and glared- not at Dagur, but at Hiccup.

"Wait here. Let me handle this," Hiccup said.

Cautiously, he approached Toothless. He'd pushed his dragon too far, he realized, assuming Toothless would go along with the plan he wanted. It hadn't been right of him- and it hadn't been the first time he done that recently, he realized. He'd pushed Stoick and Astrid the same way, but he should have known better with Toothless. Toothless was a part of him- they were incomplete without each other.

He held out his hand. When Toothless didn't draw back, he leaned forward and hugged the Night Fury.

"I'm sorry. It's my fault. I didn't mean to upset you, bud," he said. "You really don't like him. I know I told you that you don't have to like him, but… I want you to, because I like him. I know he's done a lot of dumb and terrible things in the past, but I'm giving him a second chance and it's working out really well. I can't make you do the same and I wouldn't want to, but…"

How much of this did Toothless understand? He was never really sure if Toothless knew human speech or just enough to recognize what Hiccup wanted. He decided to try explaining another way, something that should be more tangible to his dragon.

Stepping back, Hiccup put his hands on his stomach and said, "Baby."

Toothless smiled. He trotted forward and rubbed his nose against Hiccup's belly.

"Yeah, baby. You're happy about the baby, right?"

Toothless warbled sweetly in confirmation.

"Well… baby came from Dagur."

Toothless jerked back and stared at him in disbelief.

Hiccup laughed. "You're the one who sniffs judgmentally at me every morning. What did you think I was doing in his house? It's his baby. Well, it's my baby, but I let him put it in me. I _let_ him."

Toothless looked at him with concern, then glanced at Dagur. The Berserker waved.

"I know I'm asking a lot. And if you say no, I promise I'll find you another rider. But will you give him a second chance?"

The Night Fury skittered in a circle, conflicted, and then gave Hiccup another worried look.

"It's you and me, always. Do we trust him? I won't go any further without you."

He meant it. He had done what the kinship exchange demanded of him, he had secured the treaty- anything beyond that was no longer his duty. It would be a personal choice and he could not, would not, exclude Toothless. This was their life.

The Night Fury walked back towards Dagur. He sat, staring at the Berserker. Dagur, to his credit, did nothing wild- he looked back at Toothless, questioning. Then, Toothless nudged Dagur's arm.

_Should I-?_ Dagur mouthed to Hiccup.

Maybe? Please, Hiccup thought and nodded.

His heart swelled as he saw Dagur raise his hand and Toothless, taking a leap of faith, pressed his nose against his palm. He felt like the Night Fury had given him, even more so than Dagur, a gift.

_Thank you, Toothless._

* * *

><p>The first thing Hiccup did was demonstrate the pedal, showing Dagur how it manipulated the tail. He explained wind current and recognizing Toothless' responses, although that he didn't expect that information to gel in Dagur's or anyone's mind until they experienced it.<p>

"Are you good with letting Dagur on you?" Hiccup asked Toothless, studying the dragon carefully for any dissent. "You're sure? You're okay with this, you really are? Okay then." He turned to Dagur. "Get in the saddle."

He petted Toothless' head as Dagur climbed on.

"Now don't get any ideas," he told the Berserker. "You're not flying him today. I want you to get used to the pedal. Show me you were paying attention."

He gave Dagur instructions. The other man followed them almost perfectly; Hiccup was surprised by how deftly he worked his foot. He threw out some wind conditions and flight directions- it really was impossible to teach this on the ground, but he satisfied himself that the other man had a general idea of what to do in each situation.

"You're a better student than I expected," he remarked.

"Hmm? What did you expect?" Dagur asked.

"Oh, uh… I just thought this might not seem intuitive," he lied, realizing he'd been unintentionally insulting. With Dagur's penchant for wildness, he'd thought the other man's focus would be scattered and he would only pick up bits of Hiccup said. Instead, he'd retained nearly everything.

Dagur wasn't scattered, he realized. He could be random and he was easily excitable, but otherwise he was obsessive- he had the attention to learn what interested him, as long as emotion didn't get in the way.

"I don't know, it's kind of intuitive," Dagur said. "Now what?"

Now Hiccup had to make himself nauseous.

"Now slide back. I'm going to take you up and you're going to watch me-"

Toothless raced forward and leaped, flapping his wings to lift them off the ground.

"What are you doing!" Hiccup shouted. "Dagur, push forward! Toothless!"

Why hadn't he seen this coming? He had worried only how Dagur might behave and had forgotten Toothless could be a troublemaker when he wanted. The Night Fury had shown the same deviousness the first time he had carried Astrid on his back, but this time Hiccup wasn't there to give him the control he needed to truly gain altitude. As they coasted, Dagur managed to keep their dismal height for about five seconds- then they dipped earthward, Toothless bucking forward and tossing Dagur off him.

"Dagur! Toothless!" Hiccup yelled and ran towards them.

Toothless had managed a graceful landing- Dagur had not and was kicking his legs out as his head was stuck in a berry bush. With a powerful thrust, he pushed himself out and managed to land almost on his feet- almost, his leg buckled and he fell onto one knee. Still, it had been impressively acrobatic, Hiccup thought.

"Waaaug- pppt!" Dagur spat out some leaves. He thrust his arms into the air. "Wooooo! Let's do that again!"

"Let's not," Hiccup said sharply and spun towards Toothless. "What were you thinking? You could have hurt him!"

Despite his question, he had a pretty good idea what Toothless had been thinking- either that he would get some petty revenge or make it clear from the start that Dagur would fly only at his pleasure. Toothless responded with the approximation of an eye roll, a gesture with which Hiccup was less than thrilled, especially since he knew the dragon was mimicking him.

"Yes, it's a big deal. I need him alive! I'm supposed to make two of these!" he insisted, jutting his hand at his abdomen. "How many do you think I have in here? _One_, Toothless. Just the one!"

"Aww, you like me for my baby-making," Dagur cooed.

That was a comment so inane Hiccup couldn't begin to figure out a response, appropriate or otherwise. The two of them, he realized, they were both trouble- and if they started getting along, instead of Toothless sniping at Dagur or vice versa, they might start encouraging each other.

"Bad dragon!" he said to Toothless. Then to Dagur, "And you, take this seriously! Toothless is my best friend. So if anything happens to him, I will use this baby to take over the Berserkers and hunt you down. Got it?"

"Seems fair," Dagur agreed.

Hiccup sighed. He checked Toothless' saddle straps and then that the connecting rod and tail were undamaged. Then he climbed onto the dragon's back.

"We're done for today," he said to Dagur. "Get up behind me. Toothless is going to _walk_ us home."

Maybe that would wipe the smug look off the Night Fury's face.
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**Chapter Thirty-Six**

The best way for Dagur to master the pedal, Hiccup decided, was by the same method he had years ago. He found a windy cliff with a strong tree and tethered Toothless, allowing the dragon to hover. Toothless seemed annoyed by the process, but he tolerated it and didn't attempt to pitch Dagur into the ocean. For grievances past Dagur probably had deserved that first toss into the bushes, but Hiccup appreciated that Toothless wasn't taunting the Berserker further. For now, at least. He wagered Toothless would try something later, whenever he thought a little antagonism wouldn't rile Hiccup much.

For their first real flight, Hiccup insisted the two take off from the docks and go no higher than half a length above the tallest ship mast. If Dagur screwed up, Toothless could easily coast from that height into the ocean and swim back- and Dagur could get a cold, wet lesson to do better next time.

"You're being overprotective, you know. We're not your babies," Dagur said and then leaned into Hiccup to whisper, "Your baby is-"

Hiccup shoved him away. The clumsy attempt at flirting was off-putting, plus they had acquired an audience and this was not how he wanted his pregnancy to be announced. That would be embarrassing and probably cause a minor riot.

"Just get on Toothless," he said.

Once they were in the air, he realized Dagur might have a point. He felt inordinately nervous over the safety of both of them. But Toothless knew what he was doing and wouldn't test Dagur's mettle or skill if it truly would be dangerous. And Dagur…

_I trust him to be careful with Toothless._

Unbelievable. How was that possible? He'd never imagined a world in which that was possible. Had Dagur really changed that much? Hiccup smiled to himself, clasping his hands over his heart. He believed that people could change, but he had never imagined his faith would be so abundantly rewarded.

After a few loops in the air, Dagur and Toothless landed. Toothless gamboled up to Hiccup to nuzzle him, while Dagur put his hands on his hips and titled his head cockily.

"See? Nothing happened."

_Because Toothless didn't give anything a chance to happen_, he almost retorted. Instead, he shook his head and answered, "Dagur, you didn't just ride a dragon. The dragon carried you." He gave Toothless a smirk. "Come on, bud. Let's go see how they're doing at the academy."

* * *

><p>Upon arriving on Berserker Island, Hiccup had not assumed he would remain with Dagur for his entire stay. He had chosen to at the start out of expediency, but it was not required of him and he had worried he might find it uncomfortable and wearying. Yet Hiccup had been pleasantly surprised. Life with Dagur was not a constant frenzy. The other man hadn't lied when he had claimed that sometimes he was quiet. He could be calm, he could move softly- happiness, it seemed, had a stilling effect upon him. Contentment gave him a glow that Hiccup found rather compelling. Far from keeping a running tally of annoyances, Hiccup found himself not questioning at all his desire to stay. But what ultimately decided the matter for him was not his personal satisfaction; it was Toothless' acceptance- or at least tolerance- of the arrangement.<p>

"Would you mind if Toothless starts sleeping in the house?" Hiccup asked Dagur.

"Not at all," the Berserker replied easily, without hesitation. "Our room? I don't mind if he watches."

"Oh, wow. I do and I guarantee he doesn't want to see it either," he said, weirded out by the suggestion. He couldn't imagine Toothless watching. Never mind how disturbing he found the idea, he was certain if Toothless caught them doing anything with Hiccup not on top, the Night Fury would pull Dagur off him using teeth. "And that's _your_ room, I'm just staying in it. The hearth room will be fine for Toothless. But he needs a bed."

They found a good slab of rock in the woods. Hiccup asked a few friendly Gronckles to smooth its surface and then some burly Berserker warriors to roll it into Dagur's house. The bed met with Toothless' approval and he gladly accepted it as his new resting place. He didn't even sniff when Hiccup left him to enter Dagur's bedchamber for the night.

Toothless now had the proper accommodations and was enjoying with them. That was one thing Hiccup needed to feel comfortable staying long-term. As for the other…

The other unnerved him and more than it should, he admitted. He had revealed to Dagur his first world, let him touch him- let him ride Toothless. There was no further stretch of his trust than either of those, which already he had given. And yet he hesitated, finding it necessary to brace his courage, before taking this next step.

In the bedroom, Dagur's back was turned as he removed his armor. Hiccup undressed himself- shirt, pants, bindings- and then sat down on his side of the bed. He took a breath, a light one. No need to make this into something dramatic, he reminded himself. Then, quietly, he detached his mechanical leg. As he would at home, he set it against the wall, where it leaned within easy reach.

"So, Toothless is outside the door," Dagur began, turning around. "Does that mean we need to be extra quiet or extra lo- woah."

Hiccup hadn't expected Dagur to notice so quickly or have such a reaction. Now uncertain, he put his hand on his knee. Trying not to sound confrontational, he asked, "Does it make you uncomfortable?"

"No. I just never thought you'd…"

He darted his eyes from Hiccup's face to the floor.

_You never thought I'd take it off around you_, Hiccup thought. _You never thought I'd trust you that much._

On their first nights together, he hadn't. Even as pleasurable as it was to be in Dagur's bed, Hiccup had considered that the other man might snap, that he might have to run at any moment, and he couldn't do that on just one leg.

"I don't always wear it when I sleep," he said. He was glad Dagur recognized the significance of him removing the prosthetic, but he didn't feel it needed belaboring. That they'd come this far should make them happy, not somber. "Don't worry. It shouldn't affect our plans for tonight."

Dagur looked up. "Good. It really hurts when you kick me with that thing."

"What? I do not kick you."

"Yes, you do. All the time. I figure you're working out some pent-up hostility-"

"Excuse me?" Hiccup raised an eyebrow.

"Oh, _Hiccup_," Dagur said, lowering his shoulder in an obvious attempt to look sultry. "I've been a bad chief. You should punish me."

Hiccup squinted one eye, giving him a scathing look. Did the other man think this was attractive?

"No," he said and flopped backwards on the bed, closing his eyes.

Less than a minute passed before he heard Dagur drop to the floor and warble in frustration.

"See?" he called. "This is me punishing you. Like you asked."

"I don't like this!"

"Then get off the floor and seduce me properly."

"Okay," Dagur mumbled and joined him on the bed.

Dagur's hands- and tongue- made a much more compelling argument than his voice did tonight.

* * *

><p>Hiccup leaned forward in Toothless' saddle, looking over the side of the cliff at the ocean below. The height was exhilarating, stirring anticipation in him. It had been weeks since he'd last flown and he couldn't accept staying grounded for much longer. Even if this test filled his stomach with nausea again, he would have a few minutes of wind and sky.<p>

He pushed the pedal.

"Okay, Toothless, let's go."

He felt in his belly the lift as they left the ground, the small thrill that they'd denied the claim of the earth. Toothless coasted for a moment, then sped up. Wind rushed through Hiccup's hair and he felt its touch on his heart as well as his skin. He urged Toothless faster.

The Night Fury dived low, then swooped upward in a powerful ascent. The only quivering Hiccup felt was the trembling of excitement as they rushed through the air.

"I'm fine," he said and started laughing. "Toothless, I'm okay!"

He didn't feel queasy at all. The sky was again his.

* * *

><p>"You're smiley tonight," Dagur cooed as Hiccup and Toothless entered the house.<p>

"Yes, I am," Hiccup answered. "Today, I rode Toothless and I did not throw up. And we're going to celebrate."

Dagur waggled his eyebrows and stuck out his tongue, rolling it. Why did he think that was attractive? Hiccup didn't mind it, but it wasn't what he would call alluring.

"I have something a little different in mind," he said. "I'll be back in a moment."

He entered the bedroom, where his bags were. Out of the sack that held his clothing, he dug up an oblong box. When he had packed this back on Berk, he had thought that he was being ridiculously, absurdly hopeful. Now, he was glad he'd listened to the encouraging little voice that had told him there was no harming in bringing it even if went unused.

He walked back into the hearth room and handed the box to Dagur.

"A present?" the Berserker asked eagerly.

"Ah… you might call it that, but I wouldn't. It's mine. Right now, it's for you, but it's mine. You'll see."

Dagur opened the box. Inside was a piece of carved wood that was long, thick, and unmistakably shaped. His eyebrows arched.

"This is…" He stopped and grinned. "So, this is your…"

"In a sense," Hiccup said, guessing what Dagur was thinking and wondering if he should be amused or exasperated. Astrid had called it his other peg-leg, but only when she had really wanted to irritate him.

Dagur grinned and waved it in the air. "Oh, Hiccup! I've got your-"

"Ha," Hiccup responded flatly. "Get all your jokes out now, they get old really quickly."

"So what do you plan to do with this?" Dagur asked.

"What do you think?" he said coyly. Slowly, he circled around to Dagur's back. Standing on tiptoe, he lightly pressed his fingers against the sides of the other man's neck and leaned forward to whisper, "I want to walk my second world with you tonight."

Beneath his touch, Dagur shivered.

Toothless snorted.

"Hey, nobody asked your opinion," Hiccup told him.

"I think he's jealous," Dagur drawled, trying to sound steamy.

"Yeeeeah… he's not. He really isn't."

"Hmm, hmm, if you say so," he sang. "Hey, wait a minute…"

He reached for his belt. What was he doing? Hiccup wondered. He wasn't… oh, yes, he was. Of course, he was.

Toothless mewled in horror and dove for the corner, shielding his eyes as Dagur dropped his pants.

"This is bigger!" Dagur exclaimed in dismay, holding it down between his legs for comparison.

"Of course it is," Hiccup answered. "It's mine."

* * *

><p>Although Dagur hadn't said as much, Hiccup strongly suspected the other man had never done anything like this before and took extra care to keep his touch gentle. If Dagur <em>really<em> wanted it rough- and considering it was Dagur, he might- that was something they could experiment with later. But he discovered he didn't need to press hard to make the other man howl- literally.

With a grin, Hiccup climbed onto Dagur's back and whispered in his ear, "Did I please you?"

Dagur's response was utterly incomprehensible, but clearly a yes.

* * *

><p>Hiccup woke up the next morning to Dagur chewing on his ear.<p>

"Stop that," he said groggily, swatting at the other man's arm.

Dagur did and moved downward, kissing the crook of his neck instead.

"Better," he murmured and snuggled against the other man's chest. Dagur's musculature up top was bigger than what he had and he liked that.

"I think your penis rolled under the bed last night."

"What?" Still sleepy, it took Hiccup a moment to realize what he was talking about. "Oh, I'll get it later. And that's not what it's called."

"It's what I'm going to call it."

"Please do not talk about it in public."

Dagur kissed his shoulder and stroked his arm. Hiccup was content to lie there and enjoy the other man's ministrations for awhile. Then he sat up.

"We should get out of bed. I've got lessons and you have chiefly duties-"

"Oh, no, no," Dagur insisted, pulling him back down. "I want you for breakfast."

"Haaaa! I bet you do."

"Hiccup…" Dagur ran a hand down his stomach. "You are so yum- What's this?"

Hiccup felt it by the pressure of Dagur's hand against him and then became aware of it centered within himself. How had he failed to notice _this_? It seemed like it had sprung up overnight, but that couldn't be. It must have happened so gradually that he hadn't seen what he didn't want to find, but it had now reached the first stage being unignorable: a tiny, hard little curve, barely a bump.

"Baby. This is baby!" Dagur declared happily.

Hiccup sucked in his breath. His skin didn't feel right and if he didn't control his thoughts, he might start to shake.

"Baaaaaaybeee. Baby Hiccup!" Dagur sang. He gave a throaty laugh. "_Deranged_ Baby Hiccup."

"Gods forbid," Hiccup murmured, automatically. Dagur's voice was a drone in his ear; he felt disconnected from the moment.

"Baby needs breakfast," Dagur said and kissed his check. He got up, put on his pants, and left the room.

Hiccup exhaled and then drew in another deep breath. Steady, he told himself. He had known this was coming. He had known his entire life. His body was going to change and distort- but he already felt like his body was distorted from what it ought to be.

_I'm still a man._

Nothing could take the second world away- it was inside him, even if it became harder to walk for a time. This was what he was and what he had to do to get what he ultimately wanted. He could blame the gods for that- in fact, he _did_ blame the gods- but he didn't blame Stoick or Dagur or this child.

No, he thought, bringing his hand to rest over the bump, not at all the child. He wanted this. No matter what truths might slip in and out of his awareness, this one he needed to remember, this one was his anchor: what was under his hand was precious to him. He wanted it, had fought for the right to create it on his own terms, and now it was his.

"Hello, baby. Daddy's here," he whispered. "Daddy has you."

Gently, a new surge of warmth began to course through him. He didn't quite feel right within himself, but about this center- this other small light inside him- he had no doubts.

"Daddy loves you."
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**Chapter Thirty-Seven**

"Explain it to me. I want to understand."

Hiccup turned away from the hearth fire to look at Dagur. The moment of crisis had passed- he felt steady again- but concern and caring remained in the other man's eyes. Surprised, Hiccup realized he'd never believed this would actually matter to Dagur. He felt an unexpected surge of gratitude to be proven wrong.

"I'm not sure I can," he admitted. "Dagur, how do you know you're a man?"

"Because I…" Dagur stopped, looking downward at himself and then back up at Hiccup sheepishly. "Huh. I guess that's not really the answer, is it?"

"It feels right, though, doesn't it?"

"Uh… yeah? I've never really thought about it."

Hiccup didn't fault him for that. Why would he question it when he felt at ease with himself? "Well, imagine that it didn't feel right. Imagine you're something else, but…"

He stopped as Dagur reacted suddenly, taking a step back and lowering his eyes remorsefully. "And I did this to you. I got you pregnant-"

Standing up from his chair, Hiccup shook his head. Why was Dagur feeling guilty about that? It had always and absolutely been Hiccup's idea to make a child together. "I asked you to do that, remember? I've said this a dozen times before. I was always going to do this with somebody and I _chose_ you."

"But that doesn't mean you like it… and if you don't like it when… how I touch you…"

Dagur's apprehension surprised him. This long, more than three months, since they'd started sharing a bed and the other man could still wonder that? Did he worry Hiccup was faking, was that why he always asked if Hiccup was pleased? But perhaps this paranoia was only an immediate reaction to coming home and unexpectedly finding Hiccup in a disjointed state.

Or was it Dagur recognizing how badly he'd noted boundaries in the past and fearing that he'd failed once again?

_You really do care_, Hiccup thought. He approached Dagur and gently touched his cheek. Softly, he called, "Hey. Hey, you, we did it. Mission accomplished. I don't _need_ 'little Dagur' or your pet Skrill or whatever shockingly terrible name I'm sure you have for it anymore. So do you really think I'd be hanging around if it made me uncomfortable? I like the way you touch me."

"I like touching you." Dagur's reply carried a touch of his usual, lecherous purr. Then, cautiously, he looked up. "But do you… do you even like it when…"

His eyes focused on Hiccup's middle. A good question to ask, Hiccup realized, but he didn't need to search himself for the answer. No, Dagur's enthusiasm for his pregnancy didn't trouble him. It seemed like a natural extension of the man's enthusiasm for anything to do with Hiccup. Dagur was learning him, letting him have the space to simply be, not trying to lock him into a particular image. While that last folly what something Dagur had done before- in the beginning, the very beginning before all this had started- his behavior had changed. Hiccup felt safe and comfortable in a way he never would have imagined was possible with the Berserker.

"Yes," Hiccup said. He took the last step to bridge the space between them. "I do."

With a sigh that was part relief, part joy, Dagur clutched him tightly. Then he slid down onto his knees and rubbed his cheek against Hiccup's belly. "Baby…"

"I'm sure Baby Hiccup likes it, too," he said, working his hand through Dagur's hair. "I'm fine."

At the moment, it was true. Half an hour ago it hadn't felt that way, and at some point in the future it might not again. But he believed in his life and in his choices. Right now, he was fine.

* * *

><p>A week later, Hiccup stood again in the center of the Berserkers' great hall, Dagur at his side and Toothless at rest behind them. It wasn't quite the same scene as last time- not with Helbane behind Nott at the high table, or Gronckles lazily munching on rocks in the corner, or a whole host of Terrible Terrors skittering underfoot seeking food and affection from whoever would indulge them.<p>

Hiccup didn't wear his armor this time. He probably could have squeezed into it, but an element of the kinship exchange was visibility and his bump showed if he belted his shirt. His choice had surprised Dagur, who had asked him if he felt comfortable being on such display. Not really was the honest answer, but Hiccup had decided he should try getting used to it now, while he still had some control over his appearance. It was an easier decision to make being among the Berserkers, he realized. They weren't his people and hadn't held onto a particular image of his identity- one that he himself had tried to cultivate- for years. Going back to Berk would be difficult, but that was a worry for another day.

"We are here to celebrate our new beginning, our new friends," Dagur announced, raising his hand.

He gestured around the room to Helbane, to the Deadly Nadder- a new recruit from a month ago- hopping along the reinforced beam above them, and then to the intrepid little Terrible Terror who had decided he wanted the spotlight, too, and was nipping at Hiccup's pant leg. Hiccup knelt down to scoop up the Terror into his arms. The little guy, of course, started rubbing his snout against the bump.

Dagur extended his hand and gently stroked his finger against the Terrible Terror's head. Proudly, mischievously, he declared, "But most of all, we are here to celebrate the successful _consummation_ of our alliance."

_You really have to do that word-rolling thing here?_ Hiccup thought, feeling his heart jump and his face heat. He could guess that Dagur's mind was already on the after-party.

"This child will be called 'of Berk'. On Berk, she will be born, she will be named, and one day, she will rule. But we will always remember that she is also a Berserker and that our mighty and wild blood is a part of her! We will always remember that through her, our tribes are sisters!"

Raucous, ecstatic roaring shook the hall. Hiccup saw someone take a punch to the face and fall on the floor laughing. These people were as crazy as their chief- and they were happy. This had almost never happened. It had almost been war instead, but Hiccup had believed in this path. His heart was light and proud.

Dagur turned to the side and waved his hand. One of his warriors stepped forward and handed him a small bowl.

"And you, Hiccup of Berk," he continued. "We will never forget what you've given us. Your name will be sung in our histories. We honor you as one of us."

This part of the speech Hiccup had known about beforehand. He closed his eyes and felt Dagur's fingers gently streak paint across the left side his face.

"No matter what storm of sea or sky, you will always have a place among us. This I, Dagur the Deranged, pledge for myself and for my children and for my children's children. And so you will never forget…"

The sudden slip of a loose, leather cord over his head surprised him. Dagur hadn't told him about this. Hiccup opened his eyes and reached towards his chest. Dagur had placed around his neck a medallion, a flat disc that had carved onto its surface a circle formed by a Night Fury and a Skrill facing each other, their tails almost touching.

"Dagur…" Hiccup whispered.

The other man smiled at him, eyes glowing. Softly, so that only Hiccup could hear, he said, "I mean it. You gave me a second chance. Maybe it wasn't really for my sake, but I don't care. If I can make you happy, I will."

* * *

><p>Hiccup yawned and wriggled with his back against the furs. Tonight Dagur had exhausted him in the usual fashion; he wasn't sleepy yet, but he was tired. He couldn't tell if the other man felt similarly spent or not- Dagur was right now attentively but languidly marking his skin with kisses. He had started at Hiccup's neck and worked down. If he got too low, Hiccup would have to tell him no; he wasn't up for anything that invigorating at the moment.<p>

Dagur reached the bump. He cooed, "Hello, Baby Hiccup. It's Daddy Dagur. Can you hear me? Hiccup, do you think she can hear me?"

"I think if you talk a little louder, Toothless can hear you," Hiccup muttered. Dagur, he noticed, had defaulted to calling the baby "she". Why was that, he wondered. Was it random or was he hoping for a daughter? He knew it shouldn't make a difference, but something about the idea of Dagur wanting a girl was cute.

"Baaaaaybeeee. Little Baby Hiccup," Dagur sang.

Feeling indulgent, Hiccup reached down to stroke the other man's hair. "Uh huh. And someday, little Baby Dagur."

He felt Dagur's hands pause against his skin and then press down with sudden tension.

"Dagur?" he called. "Something wrong?"

After a moment of silence, the man said, "This one is your heir. The second is mine. We each keep our own. That's the terms of the exchange. So after this one is born… when will I see her again?"

One to hold, one to hand away- this was the heartache Hiccup had been trying to keep from his mind. For him, it was more than two years away; for Dagur, it would be much sooner. Stoick had been wrong. It would pain the man to let go of his child.

_It's a mutual sacrifice…_

"We're sister tribes now," Hiccup said. "No, we won't see each other every day. But I think we'll be seeing each other more than only once a year, don't you? As the dragon flies, Berk isn't that far from here. The point of the treaty is our islands are supposed to grow together and… and…"

He hesitated, because he almost couldn't believe that what he was about to say was true. It was a thought that months ago would have horrified him- and now remarkably, almost unaccountably, it gave him hope.

"I think I'm stuck with you now. You're chief of the Berserkers, I'll be chief of Berk- yeah, I think we'll be seeing each other a lot, Dagur."

He might not get to raise his second child himself, but that child would still be known to him. He would still be able to give his love, teach what he knew. Yes, they would have separate lives and it would hurt, but it wouldn't be the same gaping loss he had feared.

_I'm doing this for Berk. For the future._

And that future, he had to admit, seemed even brighter than he had hoped.

"So my life will still follow yours," Dagur said. "I'll still be moving around your steps."

"I'm not sure what you mean," he said. "Right now, Berk still has the advantage, but that's begun to even out. Things will be equal soon. There'll be give and take."

"No, not our islands! You and me! I'll be…" Dagur's voice trailed off. Then, suddenly resolute, he said, "If I can make you happy, I will, _máni minn_."

"Huh?" Hiccup was confused again. "'My moon'? Did you just call me your 'moon'?"

"Yeah. You said I get to pick a pet name. Do you not like that one either?"

"I'm your moon," he said dubiously. "Are you making fun of me? I'm not fat yet."

"Hiccup, why would I do that?"

"Do you always do things for reasons?"

"True," Dagur admitted. "But I wouldn't! You're too handsome and you're going to be so adorable!"

Hiccup sighed. He had no idea why Dagur had latched onto "my moon" as a pet name. He guessed it could have some connection to nighttime and thus Night Furies, but Night Furies hid in darkness; they avoided moonlight. However, it was the least embarrassing or suggestive name Dagur had proposed so far. Accepting it would end the game and prevent the man from coming up with something worse.

"Alright. If that's what you want to call me. That's the one- the only one. I don't want to hear anything else," he said, but he knew- just knew- that "tiny Night Fury" was going to pop up again. Dagur had never let that one go.

"Finally! I thought you were never going to say yes to anything!" Dagur declared, as if the matter had been exasperating _him_. He kissed the bump. "Goodnight, Baby Hiccup." Then he pushed himself upward, joining Hiccup towards the top of the bed. "Hello, Daddy Hiccup."

"No, no, good night," Hiccup insisted, smiling. "Are you feeling a little better about this now? I mean us and the kids and how it's going to work?"

Dagur reached forward to stroke his cheek. "Of course, _máni minn_."

There was no fluctuation in his tone, no strange twitch of his lips or rapid blink of his eyes, but somehow Hiccup knew that he was lying.

_You love me_, he remembered. _I'm sorry._
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**Chapter Thirty-Eight**

Hiccup decided to let Dagur continue flight sessions with Toothless. Although most Vikings in his condition would think nothing of charging into battle ferocious and screaming, he was a hiccup and didn't think he should push himself. Dagur could put Toothless through the usual paces now while he kept his own jaunts milder.

Similarly, he left Nott in charge of aerial exercises at the academy. When he had first turned instruction over to her, she had protested she knew nothing about training dragons. His reply to her come easily; he told her the truth, that she already knew more than he had at the start of his teaching career. He wasn't certain she believed him- she probably thought this was another attempt to curry her favor- but regardless, he was impressed by how well she had taken to the task. When he departed from Berserker Island, he could safely place the academy under her guardianship.

Time passed and Hiccup grew. None of the clothes he had brought fit properly. His older shirts and trousers were now tight, but the new garments Gobber had made were horrifically large, sized for the later stage of pregnancy. No matter which he wore, he felt stupid. He settled for stealing some of Dagur's shirts, thankful they'd been cut for the man's broad shoulders rather than his trim waist.

Someday Gobber's clothing would fit Hiccup and with that in mind, he taught Dagur how to unhook and reattach his metal leg. He hoped he would never have to ask for this assistance, but better to show Dagur now while he could easily redo any botched attempts himself.

True to his word, Dagur was as enthusiastic about sleeping with Hiccup as he had been before the baby had started to show itself. He did, however, add a weird prelude to their play because of it.

"Go to sleep, baby," he cooed at Hiccup's belly. "It's my alone time with Daddy Hiccup now."

_I hope she kicks you_, Hiccup thought, although it was too soon for that. He did feel tiny flutters from time to time and they made him catch his breath. There was something magical about the sensation, of having such intimate awareness of his child flourishing inside him. Yes, he wished he could have been on the outside of this process and there were moments he found it almost unbearably strange- but that did not deny him spontaneous bursts of joy for what this _meant_, for what his life was becoming.

Dagur took off his shirt and then helped Hiccup divest himself of his. Once he was on his back, Hiccup reached up and teasingly stroked his finger against Dagur's chest.

"You know those nice things I've been doing to you?" he said.

"Yeeeeees."

"You want to try doing them to me?"

Dagur grinned wickedly.

The next morning, Hiccup questioned the wisdom of his offer. That had been a lot more awkward than he had expected, furthering his suspicions about Dagur's prior experience and where it was lacking. But there was only one way to get experience, he thought with a sudden grin, and teaching the other man how to ride more than just a dragon would probably be worth it.

While Dagur made breakfast over the hearth fire, Hiccup sat down and let Toothless nuzzle his belly. It had become their morning ritual and it made him happy to see Toothless so obviously delighted by this impending change to their life.

"I bet he thinks it's his," Dagur remarked, glancing over his shoulder at the two of them.

"That'd be a Snoggletog miracle," Hiccup muttered.

"Uh… I hate to bring this up, but Stoick is going to expect me to return you home soon."

He exhaled in a loud puff. "Yeah. I know."

It was almost time. Stoick knew he was pregnant- when he and Dagur had made the announcement, a messenger ship had been dispatched to Berk- and Hiccup wondered how his dad had taken the news. Probably with mead. Lots of mead and Gobber to prop him up afterward.

He wasn't looking forward to returning to Berk. In fact, he dreaded it. He felt so uncertain of how he had left things with Stoick. Their last real conversation, when he declared he was moving out, had felt final to him until his father had hugged him on the docks and begged him to stay safe. Would Stoick be cold or grateful when he came home?

And then there was Astrid. Thinking of her knotted Hiccup's stomach with guilt. She had been on his mind far less than he felt she should have, especially after dealing her such a cruel blow. He had hoped to return from Berserker with some idea of what to say to her that could heal the rift he had caused. Instead, he had realized a few ugly truths that made him question if he should speak at all. Being honest might hurt her more. He was only starting to become aware of how terribly he'd used her even before Dagur had shown up.

"Hiccup? _Máni minn_, are you alright?"

Dagur's voice drew Hiccup back to the present moment. The Berserker gave him a curious, concerned look.

"Just thinking," he muttered, hoping Dagur wouldn't ask him to elaborate.

Dagur seemed to find his answer sufficient, for he nodded and turned back to the fire. "You must miss home."

"Not really." Home was now the place Hiccup didn't know who he was or where he stood anymore.

Dagur looked over his shoulder again and grinned. "You know I'd keep you, but it would start a war and you don't like wars."

Hiccup decided to take the joke in the spirit it had been offered and quipped, "It's nice to know you've learned restraint."

"Anything for _you_."

Toothless rolled his eyes.

"What do we need to do to get ready? Is there anything special I should bring? Like a tribute gift?" Dagur asked. "Normally, I'd offer a dragon hide or skull-"

"That better not be a 'normal' thing anymore," Hiccup remarked sharply.

"No, of course not. Ooo, what about a pie?"

From dismembered animals to pastry- even when he was calm, Dagur's mind still jumped around frantically.

"He wouldn't eat it," Hiccup said.

"He doesn't like pie?"

"He doesn't want your pie." If Stoick wanted anything from Dagur, it would be to go away- or drop dead. Oh, yes, being back on Berk was going to be _fun_. "Bring yourself. And me, of course. I'm the essential thing. And Toothless."

"Alright. I think I'll bring just one ship of warriors this time. Oh, where will I be staying? In your house?"

"I'm not sure," Hiccup said. Under the circumstances Stoick should extend that hospitality, but Hiccup couldn't imagine him doing so. "Wherever it is, I'll be with you, okay?"

Dagur leered, making it obvious what was on his mind.

Hiccup suppressed a sigh. Dagur's chipper attitude was an awkward contrast to his own dourness. He had the sense they were sailing straight towards a nasty confrontation- either himself with Stoick or Dagur with Stoick or both and it would be worse for that Dagur didn't seem to expect it. He was worried that once back on Berk, he would have to negotiate the treaty all over again.

* * *

><p>There was something Hiccup needed: armor. The Gronckle plate no longer fit. It wasn't a problem to him- he didn't expect to run into a battle and Dagur now liked tossing himself rather than knives at him- but the Berkians, or at least Stoick, would not take it well if he showed up in only his usual shirt and vest while Dagur's retinue was iron-plated and festooned with spikes. He would seem more like a hostage than a returning prince.<p>

He mentioned this to Dagur, who became weirdly excited about the idea of giving him an armor set and declared that his craftsman would be ecstatic to oblige. Well, Dagur might be right about that. The Berserkers liked Hiccup. They thought he was a hero, brave and supposedly terrifying in war; learning he was in-between hadn't changed their opinion so much as amplified it.

Armor suitable for a warrior with child wasn't a new request to the Berserkers and they fashioned Hiccup's within a few days. The breastplate was truncated to cover only his chest, ending high above the waist, where attached was a skirt of long, studded leather slats. Right now, the slats fell to his knees; in a few months, they wouldn't drop nearly so low. A belt with the Berk crest and disturbing number of notches came with it. Another accessory- one that Hiccup saw no need for- was a circlet that matched the one Dagur wore under his helmet. Hiccup didn't particularly care for that, nor for the pauldrons, which were an exact replica of Dagur's save the stylized picture of Toothless burnished onto them. But the set was well-crafted and functional, which was what he required of it.

He felt so awkward and stupid wearing it.

"I look like a fat valkyrie," he griped, displaying the armor for Dagur in the blacksmith's workshop.

"Men can't become valkyries. And you look deadly, _máni minn_!" Dagur crooned. He leered, his upper lip curling up to reveal his teeth. "Want to fight?"

"Do you mean fight or something else?"

"Either."

Hiccup thought a moment.

"Tell you what," he said, reaching towards a nearby rack and pulling out a mace. "Let's fight and whoever wins gets to decide what we do tonight."

The battle ended in a draw thanks to interference from Toothless, who pounced and nosed Dagur to the floor and then- just to be extra annoying, Hiccup was sure- licked him.

That night, as he lay snuggled tight in Dagur's arms, Hiccup experienced a strange burst of awareness of how at ease he felt. Weirdly, knowing Dagur would be with him was what made returning to Berk not seem completely horrible. What a bizarre source of comfort. His life really had been flipped upside down, but this wasn't the first time. And that had worked out well. He could still hope that this would, too.
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**Chapter Thirty-Nine**

"This is a copy of our Book of Dragons, with Bork's notes and my additions." Hiccup pressed the tome into Nott's hands. "It's your academy now. I know you're worried about learning as you teach- don't be. It's how I started. You and Helbane will do fine."

Nott smiled gratefully as she accepted the book from him. There was a Terrible Terror on her shoulder- Biter, she'd named him, because that's what he'd done to her once and she didn't intend to let him forget it. Helbane was at her back, along with a host of Berserkers who had come to see him off at the docks.

"Thank you, Hiccup, for everything," she said. She lifted a hand and waggled her finger at him. "Don't become a stranger now. I know this babe is yours, but bring her back from time to time, will you? I intend to be a proper auntie."

"I will. Why don't you come to Berk sometime? Let Dagur tally his own sheep for once."

"Do you know what a mess he'd make of that? But perhaps one day I will," she said, somewhat wistfully. "Fare you well. I'd ask the gods to bless you, but…"

_But you think they already have? _Hiccup wanted to shake his head. This idea would be haunting him for the rest of his life now and he could only hope that most people would treat it as lightly as Nott did.

"If I need them, I'm sure they'll know," he said. "Goodbye, Nott."

He walked to the ship, where Dagur was wearing a hole in the deck waiting for him, with Toothless thumping his tale in rhythm to his pacing. For a moment, Hiccup wondered if making them friends was a mistake; he knew the two of them would eventually find ways to be obnoxious together.

"Hiccup!" Dagur chirped as he approached. "Ready?"

No. He didn't want to leave, he didn't want to go home, where the rest of his life felt like a great unknown. Did he still have his friends, did he still have his father? But there was no choice. This was the next step in solidifying the treaty and fear was the only reason he had to delay.

"Yes," he lied and boarded.

He had never expected to feel melancholy watching Berserker Island slip past the horizon. He had hoped to enjoy himself in Dagur's bed- he had not expected to feel welcome and at ease in Dagur's home. But he had to acknowledge what these past five months had been: a fantasy, an escape. It was no less so even though Hiccup had spent his time establishing a new dragon academy and acting as his tribe's ambassador. Being on Berserker Island had allowed him to avoid the conflicts he had stirred up on Berk, put them aside and enjoy himself without examining the consequences. These months did not reflect what his life was or what it would be. His future was on Berk.

* * *

><p>For a man absurdly attached to his armada, Dagur seemed oddly discontent being at sea. He ran around the ship giving useless orders, half-climbed up the mast so he could to jump off it, and shot his crossbow at passing birds. Hiccup considered telling him to ride Toothless just to get him off everyone's backs, then realized that solution was an approach from the wrong angle. Instead he got on Toothless himself and took off, leaving Dagur hopping about, waving his hands and shouting for attention. Hiccup blew him a kiss and flew away. He'd find a nice island for him and Toothless to roam and then return to the ship later.<p>

"He's more frantic in public than in private, have you noticed that?" he asked Toothless.

He had seen Dagur relatively steady, if not entirely calm, on a boat, but that had been in their antagonistic past. The man needed something to focus upon, Hiccup realized. Being on the hunt counted, trying to pleasure Hiccup certainly did- it was when he didn't have an objective that he got twitchy.

_Huh. That's not really abnormal,_ he thought. People got fidgety. But when Dagur got fidgety, he did it with sharp objects.

They returned to the ship at sunset. Dinner was fish, smoked and unremarkable. As twilight fell and the stars came out, it was time for the warriors not on watch to bunk down for the night. Dagur put his arms around Hiccup and tugged him towards his bedroll, only for Toothless to run ahead of them and knock the blankets into disorder in protest.

"Come on, guys, can't you share?" Hiccup asked.

Miraculously, they decided that they could. He slept in Dagur's arms, Toothless' wings enfolded over both of them.

* * *

><p>"No, here," Hiccup said, repositioning Dagur's hand on his belly. "Can you feel that?"<p>

Dagur frowned. "I'm not sure."

"Really? I can feel it."

"I believe you."

Toothless walked up and nosed his way between them. Hiccup raised his hands and shook his head.

"What do you want? You being fussy?" he teased the dragon.

Toothless answered by nuzzling Hiccup's belly.

"Hey, you had your turn. Now it's mine," Dagur protested, snatching Hiccup possessively. "My egg. Not yours."

Toothless looked at Dagur as if the other man were stupid.

"Actually, it is his," Hiccup said.

Dagur shook his head with a rapid twitch. "What!"

"What? No, not like that! How would that even happen?" he demanded and then decided he didn't want an answer. "I mean who do you think is going to help me raise my kid? Of course, Toothless is going to do his part."

"Oh." Dagur sounded as if he'd truly been worried, which Hiccup found both dumb and disturbing. "So our baby has three daddies?"

"Uh… sure, why not?"

Their conversation was interrupted by a shout. "Berk up ahead!"

_Already?_ Hiccup thought with dread. They'd caught a good wind out of Berserker. He could have stood to spend another day on the boat.

"I'm going to put on my armor," he told Dagur.

He went to his bags to retrieve the leather set. As he held up, allowing the slats to fall straight, he made an exasperating observation. Why hadn't he realized before that the Berserker smiths hadn't designed anything new for him- they'd simply made a maternity version of Dagur's set! Even the belt, albeit featuring the Berk crest, had the same stud pattern.

_Great. Dad'll be thrilled to see me in this. _But then it was too much to assume Stoick would be happy to see him at all.

He put on the armor and fastened the belt high on his belly, where it was more comfortable. After a moment's consideration, he decided to wear the circlet. It would be hidden under his mother's helmet, so no one would see it. He also slipped on the medallion. Its meaning, the Night Fury and Skrill united, was obvious and might be offensive to Stoick, but Berk needed to acknowledge- as Berserker already had- that their time as isolated tribes had ended.

"Well, _hello_," Dagur greeted when he returned, running the tip of his tongue against his top lip.

Hiccup sighed dourly.

"Huh? What's wrong?"

"Nothing." Only that he felt suspicious of the other man's arousal now that he realized the armor made him look like his fat twin. Dagur was weird.

He leaned against the railing. As Berk grew on the horizon, he could see figures gathering on the docks- a trickle at first, then an outpouring. A sense of trepidation bloomed in his stomach. Most of the island was coming to see him step off this boat. What did they think of him now? These were his people, but he felt like he was coming home as a stranger. He put his hands on his belly. This wouldn't help, the potent evidence of his first world. For a moment, an almost noxious sense of disconnection- of oddness, strangeness towards his own self- threatened to overwhelm him. He gripped the railing and took a deep breath, pushing it back.

"Hiccup?" he heard Dagur ask.

"I'm fine," he said.

"Okay," Dagur said, the soft acceptance of his tone telling Hiccup that he knew that it was the truth and yet it wasn't. He slid his arms around Hiccup and held him.

Standing quietly, they watched the dock grow steadily nearer. Then Dagur remarked, "It feels weird not to give the signal to attack."

"Uh… do you want to attack?" Hiccup asked.

"No. I mean, not unless you want to."

"I'll think about it."

At last, the ship reached the pier. Hiccup took another deep breath. He considered scanning the crowd for familiar faces, but then decided that wouldn't help. This was Berk- what face wasn't familiar? What he wanted to see was familiar recognition, a sense of happiness for his return from his friends, from his father. He wasn't brave enough to look for that.

He shouldn't feel this way. He was returning in triumph, the future secured, but he couldn't stop his fears from eating at him.

"Well, it's time!" Dagur declared and gently nudged him from the railing.

For once, the man didn't directly jump off the boat and start racing up the dock. Instead, he took Hiccup's arm and slowly- oh so annoyingly slowly- helped Hiccup walk down the gangplank.

"You know I don't need this," Hiccup said.

"That's what you say now, but when it's your baby, let's see you not worry about wobbly planks."

"Dagur, how is this not my baby?"

And then his feet were on the dock. Not the solid ground of Berk, but officially Berk territory. He was home and he could feel everyone staring at him. They were cheering, but his ears only dimly registered the sound. He should be glad his people were happy, but if he thought too much about their eyes- what they were seeing, what they were thinking- he'd lose his nerve and run right back onto Dagur's boat.

They walked together, Dagur's arm around his shoulder. The gesture was more possessive than Hiccup would have liked, but the other man's touch steadied him. He just needed to get through this moment. He needed to get to his house, where he could scream into his pillow and prepare his head for whatever would be coming next.

Ahead of him was Stoick.

Stoick's eyes bulged as he saw Hiccup- all of Hiccup, staring at his belly in disbelief. A sudden sense of exasperation sliced through Hiccup's anxiety and he wanted to snap.

_You knew I was coming home like this! It's not a surprise!_

Stoick's gaze darted from Hiccup's middle to his shoulder- to Dagur's arm.

"Get your hand off my son!" he growled.

_You've got to be kidding_, Hiccup thought. _You haven't seen me in over five months and _this_ is the first thing you say, Dad?_

Dagur's free arm swung around to encircle Hiccup's belly. "I've had more than my hand on him, in case you haven't noticed."

Stoick's hand twitched and went to the hilt of his blade. Dagur sneered, making an ugly face. Hiccup wanted to shout at both of them. They'd been on Berk less than a minute and already they were acting like the treaty had never been signed. He wasn't going to stand for this. He whipped himself out of from Dagur's hold and stepped forward, glaring at his father.

"Can we not do this here?" he hissed.

"Aye," Stoick agreed and then raised his voice- but only for the benefit of the crowd- as he said, "Welcome to Berk."
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**Chapter Forty**

As they walked through the village, Hiccup kept a watchful eye on both his father and Dagur. It proved unhappily to be necessary; he gave Dagur a shove as he saw the man reach for his axe.

"What are you doing?" he hissed under his breath.

"If I kill him, you become chief," Dagur growled, glaring at Stoick's back. "And then everyone will be happy!"

"_What?_"

"I am High Chief of the Berserkers and I will not-"

"Get over it!" Hiccup snapped, still keeping his voice low. "Right now, you aren't chief of anything to my dad- you're the person who did _this_ to me and that's why he wants to tear your head off! It's not personal!"

It was only somewhat true. Stoick was inclined to go ballistic on any man who left his spark behind in Hiccup- another fine reason Hiccup's original baby plans had been to leave the father's identity a secret and _not_ hang around Berk with a growing belly- but Stoick already hated Dagur fiercely, which amplified his rage.

Dagur snarled. "He gave me permission-"

"Uh, no, I gave you permission. My dad is not the arbitrator of anything to do with my worlds. If it had been up to him…" Hiccup shook his head, remembering Stoick had been ready to forego ever having grandchildren for the sake of Hiccup's comfort and secret. "Go… just go. Get your men and set up your camp. Let me talk to Dad and get this fixed, okay?"

"I want an apology," he stated petulantly.

Exasperated, Hiccup punched his arm. "Swallow it! You've done a lot more to him than he's ever done to you."

Had Dagur honestly forgotten all his death threats and the time he'd taken Stoick captive? Even with the treaty and an impending blood tie, no one could reasonably expect both chiefs to immediately cozy to each other- although Hiccup had hoped for better than this.

"Hiccup…" Dagur insisted, half-growling, half-whining.

"I am not happy with either of you! Go to Mil- the old field, come back later."

"Fine!"

He stomped back towards the docks, leaving Hiccup intensely frustrated. Surely Dagur could behave _outside_ of his home environment as well? If the man was going to lapse back into old patterns simply for being on Berk, Hiccup would kick him out of the house himself. He was, however, willing to give Dagur a bit of leeway with this first incident. The Berserker should have been able to expect Stoick to not be so rude and hostile.

_I am not going to negotiate this treaty all over again!_

"Hiccup!" This time it was Stoick's voice calling him sharply. His father had turned around, realizing he had walked quite a span with neither Hiccup nor Dagur following. "Where is he? Are you coming?"

Hiccup trudged forward. "Dagur left to get his men settled."

"Settled where?" Stoick's eyes were hard.

"Mildew's field. I assume that will do?" he replied, his own voice harsh.

Stoick gave a curt nod and turned to continue walking.

_Hi. How have you been? Did you miss me- I guess not! _Hiccup ranted inside in his head. This was intolerable. What was he going to do? He couldn't leave Berk. If that ever had been an option for him, he wouldn't be someone with the power to forge a treaty.

_I'll find a way. I always do._

Normally, that wouldn't be an angry thought.

They reached the house. Stoick opened the door for him to enter. Reluctant, he stepped inside and then turned to confront his father.

"Okay. I can see that I'm not-"

Stoick pulled Hiccup into a tight, almost crushing hug. When he stepped away, his entire countenance was changed. He looked relieved, desperately so. Warmly, he said, "You're home. You're safe now and I am so glad-"

"What is going on?" Hiccup interrupted. He felt so confused. "You were mad a moment ago-"

His father shook his head. "No, I wasn't. Not at you. That brute, the way he had his hands on you-"

_Oh, boy_, Hiccup thought. Regardless of their other problems- and he was certain many remained, despite this sudden turn in Stoick's behavior- Dagur was standing between him and his father and he didn't have the patience for the issue. "You do realize the reason his hands were on me is because I-"

Stoick's thick hand clasped his arm. "Come, I've something to show you."

As his father ushered him forward, Hiccup realized that the layout of the first floor had changed. This wasn't the first time Stoick had rearranged things, but this time he had knocked out walls to expand the side storage compartments into a new room. Hiccup stepped through the doorway. The room's walls were covered in bright tapestries with scenes of sailing ships, axe-waving Vikings, and roaming dragons. The figures stitched onto the cloths smiled in cheerful welcome. The furniture in the room included a chest, some chairs, and, in the center, a cradle.

"Dad…" Hiccup's voice caught in his throat. While he had been gone, Stoick had built a nursery. His heart swelled. "I thought…"

"Before you left, many things were said and the worst were by me," Stoick answered. "Hiccup, it tore me up inside, knowing you thought I would spurn your babe. It won't be that way. I'm sorry I ever let you believe that."

Hiccup almost gasped from the sense of relief that washed over him. He hadn't expected Stoick to make the first move nor that it would be one of apology, that his father would say exactly what he needed to hear.

"You promise?" he asked.

"On my oath. I want you and your baby here. This is where you both belong."

Not necessarily, Hiccup thought, but it was where he wanted to be.

"We'll give it a try," he said.

He couldn't wholeheartedly say yes just yet. He wanted Stoick's words to be true and to believe he and his father could return to the same ease they had shared before the treaty, but many hurtful accusations had passed between them. He needed time to see that they could move past those words and trust each other again.

He had to push that trust now, he realized. There was no time for him or Stoick to get comfortable with each other before he tested their relationship. Stoick had already failed the expectations of the treaty and this baby wasn't going to wait.

"I've invited Dagur to stay with us," he said.

Stoick's eyes flared. "Absolutely not!"

The first retort that came to Hiccup was that Stoick wasn't thinking like a chief. He was forgetting he had signed a treaty with Dagur that was much more than a simple non-aggression pact, that Berk and the Berserkers had become sister tribes, and now it was Stoick's hostility that threatened that peace. But Stoick almost always thought as a chief. It wasn't old wounds or pride that clouded his judgment. It was the father that felt he had to roar in defense of Hiccup.

"Dad, do you trust me?" he asked.

"Son, why-"

"Do you trust me?" he repeated insistently.

"Aye," Stoick answered, but the word was guarded.

Hiccup gave him a direct look and said, "Dagur didn't hurt me. I spent five months on his island and I stayed in his home that entire time. If he'd done anything to me that I didn't want, do you really believe I wouldn't have left? Do you really think Toothless would have put up with it? Toothless had free run of the house, but if he hadn't, he could have easily plasma blasted the wall and dragged me out of there. Whatever terrible thing you're seeing in your head, it didn't happen!"

Stoick closed his eyes, turning his face aside. "I want to believe that. There isn't a god I wouldn't praise for that to be true…"

"Then believe it because if it's not true, I'm lying or I'm crazy. And if you think either of those things, I need to know that right now."

"You're asking me to believe in more than your word. You want me to think that Dagur's changed, that somehow you've tamed him-"

"I haven't tamed him," Hiccup insisted. "You said yourself, he's not a dragon. He's changed because he wanted to. Dad, to be honest, I didn't know what I was in for when I went to his island. I thought he'd be just tolerable enough for me to get things done. But he was better than that. We have a future with him- but I need you to believe me. I need you to help me make it work."

Stoick screwed up his face, but then- after a long, tense pause- he opened his eyes. "No, making it work is my job. He can stay."

"Thank you!" Hiccup exclaimed in relief.

With a light growl of exasperation, Stoick shook his head and began walking from the room. "I'm certain someone has a spare bed that can be dragged into the nursery. There's little I can do if that's not to his liking. He'll just have to settle-"

"Uhhhh…" Hiccup began and cringed. Great. He'd just won one fight with his father and was immediately going to start another. "Actually, I told him he would stay in my room. With me."

Stoick whirled around. "Are you out of your mind?"

"Oh, Dad, I really don't want to argue about this-"

"I don't want him touching you again!"

_What if I want him to touch me again?_ Hiccup thought, but knew it would be one of the worst replies he could make. "In case you haven't noticed, I'm pregnant. I think it's stupid to deny there's something going on."

"What is there going on? There should be nothing-" Stoick stopped and gawked, giving him a look of disbelief. "You're still messing around with him?"

Hiccup did not want to talk about this. There was no way the resulting argument wouldn't be ugly. He needed to stop this discussion now.

"Alright. It's your roof and that means it's your rules," he said, crossing his arms. "So, before I decide if I'm going to stay here, I need to know if this is a problem."

Stoick pinched the bridge of his nose as if trying to fix a strained nerve. "This is not how I intend things to be. I won't brook this argument."

"Then we won't have it. I'll go stay in Dagur's tent." He didn't particularly like that he was giving Stoick an ultimatum, but there were certain realities his father had to accept and this was one of them.

Another pause, then Stoick said, "I do not like this. For now, we'll have it your way. But very soon, you and I need to have a talk."

He wondered if that talk would be a real discussion or a one-way diatribe. Would it be a chance to voice frustrations still festering from six months ago, or would Stoick try to wrangle him back to the line he thought Hiccup should follow? For now, Hiccup chose to be optimistic.

"I know," he said. "And I know what I'm asking isn't easy for you. I appreciate it, Dad."

Stoick sighed. "Get that lunatic before I change my mind."

A sudden knock on the door proved well timed. Stoick and Hiccup both went to answer it and found Dagur outside.

"He's following me," Dagur complained and stepped aside, allowing Toothless to bolt into the house.

"Oh, sorry, bud, I lost track of you," Hiccup apologized as Toothless started rubbing against him.

"He is being annoying," Dagur whined. "He's knocking over our tents and I think he is laughing at me. No, I know he is laughing at me! Why is he doing that, Hiccup?"

"Tents? You went to the same campsite as before, right?"

"Yes."

"How'd you get back here so quickly?" Hiccup asked.

Dagur spread his arms in an easy shrug. "Oh, I rode Toothless."

"You _what_!" Stoick suddenly exploded and then whirled upon Hiccup. "You let him ride Toothless?"

Hiccup winced. "I know how that sounds, but-"

"Aren't we all friends now, Stoick?" Dagur drawled. "In fact, aren't we _family_?"

Stoick crossed his arms. He fumed a moment, but Hiccup saw the subtle change in his face that revealed an effort to clamp down on his temper. "No, we are not family. By the terms of the kinship exchange, you have no legal bind to Hiccup and thus I have no bind to you. However, you are a guest. Would you step inside, Dagur?"

Dagur entered, giving a smile that was so arrogant Hiccup wanted to punch him. Being around Stoick was bringing out the worst in the Berserker. If Dagur didn't knock it off, Hiccup would grant his father's wish and exile him to the nursery.

"I understand Hiccup told you that you will be staying in our home?"

"Yes. That's not a problem, is it, Stoick?" Dagur asked tauntingly.

"Oh no, not at all," Stoick answered- then he took out his axe and thunked its head against the floor. He leaned against the handle like a walking stick. "Not as long as you obey the ground rules. Number one- you break it, you fix it or replace it. Understood?"

"Well, that's only being polite, isn't it?"

"Number two. You break _him_…" Stoick nodded towards Hiccup. "…and I break _you_. Slowly."

Hiccup was startled by how rapidly Dagur's expression sobered. Gravely, he said, "I wouldn't dream of hurting Hiccup."

"Oh, you wouldn't? Good," Stoick said harshly. "Because I haven't forgotten that you used to. Often."

Dagur frowned, casting his eyes downward. Strangely, Hiccup felt both pity and satisfaction. It didn't please him to see Dagur hurting, even if it was deserved, but his reaction might convince Stoick of the Berserker's sincerity.

Stoick continued, "Number three. Where I sleep is below Hiccup. I expect to hear _no_ noise. If I do, I will come up there and separate you- no matter what you are doing or how far along you are. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir," Hiccup answered for them both, suddenly mortified.

"Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to see to preparations for tonight's welcoming feast," Stoick said. He hefted his ax, carrying it unsheathed over his shoulder, and marched out of the house.

Hiccup glanced over at Dagur. The other man was still staring at the floor, looking pained.

"You okay?" Hiccup nudged.

"I used to think it was funny your dad doesn't like me."

"Past experience, Dagur. You can't blame him for it. Would you please be nice to him? You owe him that."

"I don't like him either. He's a crabby old Rumblehorn." Dagur raised his eyes to Hiccup's face and said, "But for you, _máni minn_. If I can make you happy, I will."
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**Chapter Forty-One**

Hiccup wondered what Stoick would say at the welcoming feast. Never mind that his father didn't have Dagur's flair for speeches, he doubted Stoick felt any happier about the kinship exchange now than he had at the start. But Stoick kept it simple.

"My son has returned," he said, raising his cup, "and he has brought with him our future. And we could not be gladder that he is home."

Cheers were called in answer. Hiccup looked down, smiling nervously, as he felt all eyes in the room upon him. It was natural, he told himself, for them to look at him so intently. He was the guest of honor, the chief's son returned home in triumph, rightfully the center of attention. But he couldn't quite shake his paranoia that they were staring at him for another reason.

"I give better speeches," Dagur, sitting at his left, whispered.

"Yeah, so?" he replied quickly. "It's not a competition. I'm not measuring you against my dad."

"I'm just saying…"

"Don't be a jerk. You know I like you."

Food was passed around. Dagur took the liberty of filling Hiccup's plate for him, piling on it a ridiculous amount of meat.

Hiccup laughed. "I don't think so."

"You're eating for two, _máni minn_."

"Two, yes. Three or four, no. Baby Hiccup doesn't need a boar's leg bigger than her head- or my head," he insisted and moved that particular hunk to Dagur's plate. "Here. You always have enough energy for both of us, you eat for two."

About midway through dinner, someone had the terrible idea to start playing music. The sound grated on Hiccup's ears, but soon he could barely hear it under warbling singing and stomping feet.

"You ever feel like you don't understand other people's tastes?"

Dagur waited to swallow his bite before replying, "Huh?"

"Never mind," he said. "I'm ridiculously un-Viking and you're ridiculously too Viking."

"Do you dance?" Dagur asked.

He shook his head. "I have no left foot and I bet you'd still find a way to step on it."

When they'd finished eating, Dagur pushed himself out of his seat and then held his hand out for Hiccup, insisting that he at least wanted to walk around. Hiccup felt reluctant to do anything to make himself more visible- the table helped hide his bulging middle- but knew shying away from attention wasn't the best way to handle his situation. He accepted Dagur's hand.

They walked the edge of the great hall, close to the wall, to avoid the tables and the dancers. People called hello to Hiccup as he walked by. Dragons scampered up and tried to nuzzle his belly; he turned each aside with a gentle push. Their attention didn't come as a surprise; he'd had a train of dragons following him through the village earlier.

"Oh, look, it's little you!" Dagur cooed as they passed the portraits of chiefs and their heirs, all Hiccup's ancestors. "You looked so good even then."

"You weren't really thinking that when I was fifteen," he said. At that age, he'd been short and gawky and his nose had taken up most of his face.

"Oh, yes, I was!" Dagur insisted, leering. "Oh, Hiccup, you have no idea how I felt to come back to Berk and see that you'd gotten even _better_."

A flush of heat rose under Hiccup's skin. Damn Dagur! The man was doing that thing with his voice again, that low crooning with a weird hint of danger that made Hiccup shiver, and there was no way he'd get to satisfy the desires that stoked tonight. Stoick was below them and Dagur's loud mouth would be sure to wake his father if they tried anything.

"Someday, there'll be a picture of you and Baby Hiccup up there," Dagur said. He reached his arm around Hiccup to pet his belly. "I want to be here when it's painted. I want to watch."

_That'll be years from now_, Hiccup thought. He had difficulty imagining this child as baby in his arms; he couldn't picture her as a teenager. What would he be like then- how would Dagur be? By that time, the kinship exchange would be long fulfilled. Would they still feel close and warm towards each other? _But we're destined to rule our tribes in tandem, same as our children will. There will always be some link between us._

"Okay," he said. "I'll make sure you're here."

Dagur smiled. Then he said, "You should introduce me to your friends!"

"Huh?" The abrupt subject change threw Hiccup. "You've met them."

"Ten years ago. I want to meet them now!"

"I don't know where they are- hey!" Hiccup exclaimed as he found himself being dragged across the room. Dagur, he soon saw, wasn't darting across the hall at random. He was being directed by Ruffnut, who was waving and jumping up and down using Fishlegs as a vaulting beam.

In the corner, the whole quintet was gathered: the twins, Snotlout, Fishlegs, and- to Hiccup's trepidation- Astrid. Hiccup briefly made eye contact with her and she flinched away.

"So…" Dagur tapped his chin. "You are… no idea."

_You came to Berk every year when you were a kid and you don't remember anybody's name?_ Hiccup wanted to demand. He supposed Dagur hadn't considered the information relevant, because his memory was otherwise good.

"Everyone, Dagur the Deranged," he said flatly. "Dagur, this is Snotlout…"

"Hiya," Snotlout replied, putting his fist on his hip and stepping forward with a waggle of his eyebrows. Hiccup almost snorted.

"I remember you!" Dagur chimed- then he snarled, "Stay away from Hiccup."

"Oh, wow, that is not even a problem," Hiccup said, although he appreciated Snotlout's sudden look of terror. "Moving along, Tuffnut…"

"Wooooah," Tuffnut said, swaying on his feet. "Hiccup, what happened to you? When did you get fat?"

"Charming," Hiccup drawled in irritation. "Are you drunk?"

"And stupid!" Ruffnut declared. She spun around and bent over to thrust her face upside down below Dagur's. "Hi. I'm Ruffnut. Where are you sleeping tonight?"

Her overture, like Snotlout's, went right over Dagur's head, as he answered, "With Hiccup."

"Aw, damn. Hiccup, why do you have to take all the good stuff?"

Were his friends weird or was he weird? Hiccup thought the answer was both. "Okay. This is Fishlegs…"

"Definitely do not remember you," said Dagur.

"Really?" Fishlegs' voice squeaked, but there was a spark of anger in his eyes. "We've met."

_Ahhh…_ Hiccup remembered. Giving the Berserker a nudge he said, "You owe him an apology."

"I do?" He frowned and then shrugged. "I probably did do something so… sorry."

Fishlegs crossed his arms and frowned irefully.

"Uh…" Dagur was thrown by his response. "I'll get back to you. We'll talk. Who's left?"

One person. Just one. Before Hiccup could begin, Astrid cut in harshly, "Don't bother. I don't know Hiccup that well."

Her voice hit him like a spray of ice. Casting his eyes downward, he said, "But we are acquainted. Dagur, this is Astrid."

"That's a nice axe," Dagur said.

"Want to lick it?" she snapped and he heard the scrape of metal as she unsheathed it.

He peaked up in time to see Dagur lean forward with his tongue sticking out and Astrid, looking startled, pull her axe away from him.

"Seriously?" she demanded in disbelief.

"You challenged the mettle of Dagur the Deranged-"

"Whatever."

_We should step away_, Hiccup thought, worried what details might slip out during a confrontation. He felt that Astrid had the right to vent at him whatever she wanted, but he was afraid of how Dagur might react if he learned she was the woman Hiccup had once intended to call the mother of his children.

"Okay, this has been great, but-"

"Hey, Hiccup, I've been thinking," Snotlout began. In a better mood, Hiccup would have had a dozen sarcastic remarks to that. "Remember that time Thor sent us all those crazy lightning storms?"

"Yes?"

"Why didn't you just ask him why he was so mad?"

Hiccup's shoulders slumped. Not this again.

"He did ask him," Tuffnut said. "Remember, he told us it was the metal."

"No, Thor didn't tell me that. I figured it out," he insisted. "It was observation and logic. I don't talk to the gods!"

"Huh? Why not?"

"Hiccup doesn't have to talk to anybody he doesn't want to," Dagur insisted haughtily. "That includes Thor."

"Who wouldn't want to talk to Thor?" Snotlout exclaimed, waving his arms out. "Hiccup, this is such a missed opportunity!"

_Oh, shut up!_ he wanted to snap, but no reply at all would do better for shutting down the conversation. Whenever anyone brought up the connection between the gods and his worlds, he felt like he was suffocating. He wasn't special, he wasn't divinely touched- he was smart. Anyone could do what he did if they possessed the knowledge and courage.

"Maybe Hiccup doesn't want to talk to Thor because he has more in common with Loki," Astrid said.

Hiccup, in spite of himself, jerked his head towards her. "Excuse me?"

She leaned against the wall and folded her arms. "Well, you're sneaky, you're calculating, and didn't Loki carry one of his offspring?"

"Oh, yeah, the horse!" Ruffnut chirped. "Sleepy Knee!"

"Sleipnir," Dagur corrected.

Maybe Hiccup _wasn't_ okay with Astrid saying anything whatsoever. He felt his ire rise. Stiffly, he said, "I don't know what you're talking about."

"I see a parallel. Loki slept with Sleipnir's sire to get Odin out of a deal he'd made- to keep Odin from having to pay what he _owed_," she said. "This treaty works out really well for the Berserkers, doesn't it?"

"Hmm…" said Dagur, tilting his head. "So does this make me Odin or the daddy horse?"

"Oh, look, he gets the metaphor," Hiccup retorted, glaring at Astrid. "Didn't expect that, did you? Now explain to me how saving our people from a war is terrible and bad like cheating a giant out of his pay!"

Astrid's face crumpled and she whirled away from him.

"Excuse me," she said and ran off through the crowd.

Hiccup immediately deflated in regret. What she'd said was shitty, but he should have taken the insult, just as he should have let her punch him in the face half a year ago. He turned and followed after her.

The other guests parted readily for him; it was Astrid who had to shove a path through them, making her easy to trail, at least until they reached the outside. There, in open space with no other people for obstacles, Astrid had the speed advantage over Hiccup's now heavier and ungainly body. She broke into a dash. Hiccup tried to keep up and stumbled, suddenly falling.

_No. No, no, no-_

He felt a flash of panic. Instinct told him to windmill his arms, to attempt to land backwards or straight down- it didn't happen. Instead, Astrid caught him.

"Be more careful!" she shouted shrilly. "Gods, do you want to hurt yourself? What happens then?"

He was startled not only by her voice, but by the look of concern in her eyes.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I mean I'm sorry for…"

"For what, Hiccup? Do you think I really want to hear it?"

He steadied himself and stepped out of her hands. Then he made himself look at her face. She was furious, but also close to tears.

"Do you want to talk?" he asked.

"What could there possibly be to say!"

"Whatever you want." He held out his hands to her. "I owe you, Astrid. I will do anything-"

"Would you marry me?" she suddenly retorted.

Startled by the question, he staggered back. "What?"

"Answer me! I'm not saying I want that- I'm asking do _you_?"

He didn't want to be honest. He wanted to lie, because the answer could only come as a knife, and he didn't want to hurt her.

"No," he said.

"Did you always know that?" she demanded. "Did you only ask me before because you needed someone for your fiction- because you had no idea anyone would make you a better offer?"

"I didn't mean to-"

"But you _did_!" she snapped. Her eyes glittered, either with anger or tears or perhaps both. "And I was stupid enough to fall for it! Not to think about how _weird_ it was you didn't propose until you decided it was time to have a baby!"

"Astrid, I asked you to marry me because it felt right!" he exclaimed. What she had said wasn't wrong, but it also was not everything. "I wasn't trying to use you. You were the first person to believe in me and you were always there for me- it made so much sense! And we wanted the same things, so I didn't stop and ask myself…"

He had never asked himself if he loved her. If he felt the sort of passion for her that a spouse should kindle in him. There was a good reason for overlooking the question- as a future chief, marrying sensibly outweighed marrying for love- but this had never occurred to him either. He'd fallen into a comfortable groove with Astrid and marrying her had seemed so logical that he hadn't realized what he felt was acceptance rather than yearning.

"What happened to you?" she asked. "You used to trip on your own tongue and make goofy faces when you tried to lie- now you manipulate everybody!"

The accusation flabbergasted him. "What? I do not!"

"Yes, you do. You maneuvered me into your perfect little domestic situation, you got your father to sign a treaty he hates, and now-"

"The only person I'm manipulating is Dagur!"

Astrid eyes widened as she was stunned into silence, but Hiccup did not flinch. If that was a confession, it still was not a revelation to himself; it had been his objective from the very start and that should be obvious to anyone.

_Even to Dagur?_ he suddenly questioned. No, Dagur was clearly oblivious, overjoyed simply to have Hiccup at his hands. What would happen if that changed? His plans would not unravel, for the point of the kinship exchange had been to snare him the support of the Berserkers regardless of their chief's opinion. The consequences would not be political, but he could lose the connection he and Dagur shared.

_I never expected us to have a connection. I never thought we would, that we even could, have any sort of relationship…_

But that didn't mean he had made a mistake, he told himself fiercely. It didn't.

At last, Astrid said, "I'm surprised you would admit that."

"Why?" he asked, wishing again that he'd been silent and simply let her rant. Whenever he tried correcting her, he seemed only to make the situation more wretched.

"I thought you didn't know that's what you're doing," she said. "You've always been clever, but that… that's cold, Hiccup."

She was right, of course. Was Hiccup really proud of what he'd done, treating affection as a tool rather than a gift to be handled with care and trust? Well before this moment he had thought through the dozens of reasons he was justified in taking the other man's heart and playing it like a pipe- but it was cruel. It might be necessary, but it was an ugly thing to do.

"I don't want to talk about it," he said. "I think we should talk about us. I owe you a debt, Astrid- I would for your friendship even if this had never happened."

"I don't want your debt. I don't want anything to do with you!"

"Then… don't have anything to do with me. But if, when you want to talk, I'll be waiting," he said. "And if that's forever, that's fine. My door will always be open to you- and if you ignore it, I'll be glad as long as that's what you want."

It would be wrong of him to demand an answer or acknowledgement. He turned around to retreat to the great hall.

He wished he could have given her everything she wanted, but he knew- and he suspected she now did as well- that they never would have been satisfied with each other. He should have had the wisdom to never bind her to him. He should have let her go with kindness, not the brutal sundering he'd selfishly imposed on them.

It was his mistake, but he couldn't fix it. He couldn't make it better. All he could do was get out of the way so she could move forward on her own path.

* * *

><p>"<em>Máni minn<em>…" Dagur murmured, pushing up Hiccup's shirt.

"What are you doing?" he asked. They were together in his room and while Hiccup had affirmed to Dagur that he intended them to share his bed, he hadn't expected the other man to become grabby tonight. "Dad's downstairs, Toothless is right here-"

"I know. I just want to say goodnight to Baby Hiccup." He kissed Hiccup's belly. "Good night, baby. Daddy Dagur loves you."

Hiccup winced.

_You have a heart. I didn't mean…_

To toy with it? He had, and Dagur had made it simplicity to do so- but had there ever been another choice? What other path to peace had there been that was a lesser evil? Hiccup couldn't find one, even with hindsight.

"Dagur… you know I like you, right?"

"Do you?" Dagur asked idly, as if they were merely flirting. He picked up Hiccup's hand and kissed his fingers.

"Yes. I do."

"Do I please you?"

_Why would you ask that?_ Hiccup wondered. "You do."

"Then I am pleased,_ máni minn_," Dagur said. "If I can make you happy, I will."
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**Chapter Forty-Two**

Hiccup awoke to Dagur enthusiastically kissing his face. He twitched and turned his head aside so that he could open his eyes without them getting poked by the other man's nose.

"You are worse than Toothless," he grumbled.

"I'm better than Toothless."

"Only at the things I wouldn't do with Toothless." He looked back at Dagur and smiled. "But you are pretty good at those."

There was a weird magic to waking up in his own bed and finding Dagur in it with him. This place was his sanctuary. As a child, Dagur invading his room would have been his nightmare. Now, Hiccup was at ease sharing this space with him. In fact, he felt a little mischievous. Dagur the Deranged was in his bed- oh my, what should he do about that? He giggled.

Dagur squeezed and snuggled him. "So here's my plan for today. We wait until Stoick leaves the house and then we wreck this tiny little bed of yours so I have an excuse to build you a bigger one!"

Hiccup had the impression that Dagur's preferred method of destruction would involve taking off their clothes. "Yeah, that doesn't actually sound like fun or something I want to explain to my dad later."

"I'll explain it!" Dagur declared, grinning widely.

"Not convincing me." He wriggled out of the other man's arms and reached over the side of the bed for his leg. "Besides, I've got things I need to do around the village today."

"Awww, but _Hiiiiccup_, it's been three days- three whole _days_ since the last time-"

"Oh, poor baby-boo, you're so deprived- and depraved," he teased. "Maybe this afternoon, alright?"

"Argh!"

"Hey, we're not on your island anymore. We don't have the privacy of your house and frankly, I don't have the same durability now. You're going to have to get used to it." _You hyperactive freak_, he silently- but affectionately- added in his mind.

He made certain Dagur properly clothed himself before they headed downstairs for breakfast. Stoick, seated in his usual chair, cast a brief scowl at the Berserker and then gestured towards the table, where rested half a dozen pies.

"Take your pick," Stoick said.

"Didn't we have a feast last night? Where did these come from?" Hiccup asked.

"They were left this morning. There are five others in the pantry and I wouldn't be surprised if there are three more outside by now."

Stoick sounded untroubled by the matter- Hiccup wasn't.

"Tributes? No, please no," he groaned.

"It's not the first time people have left you food, Hiccup."

"The other times I was injured! This…" He balled his fists and pressed them to his forehead. "This didn't happen with the Berserkers!"

"Actually…" Dagur began.

Hiccup turned and squinted at him. "Actually what?"

"You said you didn't like that kind of attention, so I asked Nott to handle it. I don't know who ate the food, but there's a shed with some metal and clothes and weapons-"

"A shed," he repeated flatly. "There is a shed on Berserker Island full of stuff your people left for me?"

"It's more of a barn, really. But you are a mighty warrior! You are worthy of a shed-"

Hiccup screeched.

Stoick shook his head. "I know how you feel about this, but you're looking at it the wrong way. Our people appreciate what you've done-"

"And they want blessings," he interrupted. "Which I can't give and even if I could, they're trying to bribe me. Don't you see something wrong with that?"

"You bless Berk through your actions. That is what they see."

He wanted to believe that, but he couldn't. If he had walked both worlds unconcealed as a child, people would have thought he blessed the island through doing absolutely nothing. Suddenly dizzy, he sat down. Special for the thing about himself he'd give anything to change, that some days he had to try so hard not to hate- it was a struggle to feel comfortable in his skin and right now he felt so strange-

"Hiccup."

Dagur's grip steadied the hands Hiccup hadn't realized were shaking.

"Hiccup. You're fine. Everything's fine."

Weirdly, it was thinking of the baby that steadied him. If this was for the baby, then it could be endured. He might loathe how his body was changing, but the child he wanted, he loved.

_The second world can't go away. Nothing can take it away._

"I'm fine," he said. It wasn't quite true, and looking up at Dagur's face- seeing the other man's compassionate smile- he realized Dagur knew that and was willing to hold him until it started being true again. Somehow, that knowledge allowed him to stand and take a step.

Breakfast gave him time to center himself. He prayed that spells like that wouldn't become frequent. He was supposed to feel at ease moving between his worlds- he wasn't, now when everyone expected him to be. Maybe other in-betweens didn't find it so difficult or even enjoyed having two worlds, but he didn't know. As far as he knew- and he could never be certain- he was the only one on Berk. Did people think he walked between his worlds exactly as he wanted? Didn't they realize life forced so many of his choices?

But at least he had choices. The trade-off, endure one thing to get another, was far better than have to no option and always be denied. And he wouldn't be pregnant forever, he reminded himself. He should think of it less as a state and more as a process. It would end, he would regain control of his body, and he would have something wonderful- a new, precious some_one_- that would be the start of another adventure.

Why couldn't that end come today or tomorrow- or even next month? Why had the gods decided pregnancy ought to be so _long_?

Breakfast was a quiet affair, mostly due to Hiccup's pensive fog. Stoick and Dagur had for the moment decided they had nothing to say to each other and avoided eye contact. After eating, Stoick claimed the day's duty calling to him and left.

"I should get going, too," Hiccup said and prayed that he wouldn't be tripping over pies as he stepped out the door.

"What am I supposed to do while you're gone?" Dagur complained.

That was a fair question. He couldn't expect Dagur to simply sit in his room and leaving the Berserker wholly to his own devices might end not so well. "Uh, you could walk around the village. Get to know people. Make friends."

Dagur looked at him skeptically. "I am Dagur the Deranged. I do not make friends."

Hiccup resisted an urge to snort at that remark. Keeping his tone determinedly light-hearted, he continued, "Don't be that way. Go make friendly with people. Sister tribes now, remember? We need to start mingling. Find Fishlegs and apologize."

"What did I do to him? I'm sure it was funny and horrible, but I don't remember."

"Above trying to drown me, below trying to kill me," he said. "I think you should hear it from Fishlegs. But I'm serious, I want you to go out there and show people you can be nice now. They shouldn't have to take my word for it."

"Ugh, I don't want to be nice."

"Then I guess you don't want to have sex this afternoon either," Hiccup said slyly. The other man blinked in startlement and he laughed. It wasn't a threat, he thought to himself, so much as motivation. Or bribery. Hiccup always preferred using honey rather than hatchets. "I'll see you later."

* * *

><p>"Look at you!" Gobber exclaimed as Hiccup and Toothless stepped into his workshop. "Oh, you've gotten big."<p>

"Um… thanks, I think?" Hiccup replied, wondering why pregnant people were often told that as a compliment. He was larger and heavier than he'd ever been in his life, which seemed more like a reason to shriek than to smile. Repressing a sigh, he set three pies on the table and then sat. "Here, take them. We've got plenty at home."

"I bet you do," the older Viking said knowingly.

Toothless raised his head to the table and sniffed the pies, but Hiccup shook his head and mouthed "no". Just because Toothless could eat almost anything a human would, Hiccup had learned, did not mean that he should. He'd have to mention something to Dagur later; the Berserker had gotten into the habit of giving Toothless cooking scraps, which Hiccup was fine with so long as it was mostly meat, but he could foresee Toothless easily wheedling Dagur into feeding him pastry.

"How far along are you?" Gobber asked, taking a chair across from Hiccup.

_Not far enough_, he thought, but answered, "About five and a half months."

"You certainly didn't waste any time- that's how long it's been since you left! You two must be a good match."

"I don't know about that," he hedged. The timing had been right, that was all; he and Dagur were obviously both able, so if it hadn't happened immediately, it would still have been soon.

"If you can get Dagur to behave, that's good for us at the least. So…" Gobber's tone became cautious. "How are you hitting things off with your father?"

"Not great, but better than I expected," he admitted. "We'll see. We've got a lot to work through, Gobber."

"He was frantic without you. I can't tell you how many times I had to talk him out of going to Berserker Island and fetching you himself."

"I didn't need him to do that," Hiccup said, not wanting to speculate how that scenario would have played out. Stoick would have made a mess of his work if the Berserkers had taken insult.

"Aye," Gobber agreed. "And maybe now he'll know it."

Hiccup asked for the news around the village. Other than a few absurd but not particularly important anecdotes, it was births and marriages involving people that Hiccup didn't know very well. He'd give his congratulations if he happened upon them in passing.

When Gobber had finished reporting, Hiccup said, "I have a project I need some help with. Take a look at these and tell me what you think."

He pulled out his journal, flipped it open, and passed it to Gobber. On the pages he had sketched two designs. One of them was a small seat with cross-straps, designed to be attached to Toothless' saddle, and the other was a carrier that could be worn like a pack.

"I see," Gobber said. "You want to carry the wee one while you're on dragonback!"

"Of course," he replied. He petted Toothless's head as the Night Fury raised it proudly. "You didn't think we were going to let fatherhood slow us down, did you?"

"Never occurred to me," Gobber assured him, giving a conspiratorial smile to Hiccup and then a wink at Toothless. "What do you want to do with these?"

"Whip up some prototypes and then test them."

"Test them with what? You're not going to kidnap someone else's babe and strap them in, are you?"

Toothless gave an unconcerned look, which was his version of a shrug.

Hiccup answered, "I was thinking boulders to start, then maybe Gronckle hatchlings- they can fly if they fall out. I want to be sure before I buckle in a live baby. So, what do you think?"

"I think your children are going to grow up with a reckless disregard for heights. I'll have something for you by the end of the week."

* * *

><p>Hiccup's next stop was the dragon academy. He had considered not going, knowing Astrid was bound to be there, but in the end decided he couldn't run his life around avoiding her. While he could- and certainly <em>would<em>- abstain from unnecessary conversations and prevent as many uncomfortable situations as possible, he couldn't wrangle affairs so that they would never be in the same place together. He was the son of the chief, she was a headmaster of the academy and one of Berk's fiercest warriors- they were too prominent among their people to stop their paths from crossing without one of them becoming a recluse.

Astrid spotted him as he and Toothless stepped inside the arena. She gave him an angry glare and then turned away, ignoring him. That was fine- Ruffnut and Tuffnut were there and they raced over, followed by Barf and Belch and Snotlout. Both Zippleback heads angled themselves towards Hiccup's belly. Toothless stepped in front of him and growled, warning them away.

Snotlout pointed his finger, clicking his tongue. "Let me say, Hiccup, that you are looking quite-"

"Don't ever finish that sentence," Hiccup said. It was funny when Snotlout tried hitting on Dagur, it was stupid and annoying when Snotlout hit on him.

"Can I touch?" Ruffnut asked.

"Can you-" Before he could finish asking for clarification, she pressed her face and hands against his belly. "What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to absorb the Dagur."

"Ooo!" Snotlout declared. "I want to absorb some Dagur, too!"

Hiccup reached out his arm and pushed Snotlout away before he could get close.

Ruffnut pulled back. "So, what's it like?"

"What is what like?"

"Being pregnant, duh."

"Oh. It's kind of awful," he said. Not completely awful, admittedly. He liked feeling the baby move and it amazed him to think there was a little someone else alive inside him, but the rest he really could do without.

"Awful like how Snotlout feels when Hookfang chews on him or awful like how Hookfang feels when Snotlout is in his mouth?" Tuffnut asked.

"The latter."

"Aaaagh! I don't ever want to be pregnant! How do I stop that from happening?"

Hiccup gave him a look and then turned to Ruffnut. "Has he been huffing Zippleback gas again?"

She shrugged. "I don't keep track anymore."

He asked after Fishlegs and was directed towards the pens in the back. There he found Fishlegs and Meatlug feeding a cluster of younger dragons, who lost interest in their fish and tried to swarm Hiccup as he approached. Toothless' growl to them was sterner than it had been for Barf and Belch. What was it with dragons and babies, Hiccup wondered. It was cute, but it easily got annoying.

He and Fishlegs chatted a bit about the academy and the students' progress. There was a lot he had missed, he thought regretfully, but it was no longer his responsibility to keep up with everyone's training. He had given up being a teacher to prepare for becoming a chief- assuming he could resolve the tension of the last half-year with Stoick.

_Would Dad really pass me over?_ he wondered. Once, he knew people used to whisper that would be Stoick's only sensible choice. But that had been long before Toothless, and now everyone would be appalled if Stoick designated another heir. Hiccup didn't believe it would happen. Stoick seemed to want to repair their relationship and the gestures he had made towards that would not have been possible for him if he felt Hiccup was a danger to Berk.

_Which means he's accepted the Berserkers having dragons_, Hiccup realized and was heartened. He wasn't looking forward to the talk Stoick had promised, but perhaps he could anticipate its conclusion hopefully.

To Fishlegs, he said, "I want to give you the heads up that Dagur probably will come by sometime to apologize for the cage thing. He should, at any rate."

"He doesn't have to do that," Fishlegs replied. "That happened years ago. I'd rather just let it go."

"Let it go because you're over it and nothing needs to be said or because you don't want to deal with him? I promise he won't do anything horrible. Remind him what happened. Make him give you a yak, if you want. It'll be a good experience for him."

"What about what kind of experience it will be for me? I think you want me to do this because you'll feel better if he apologizes."

Fishlegs had a point and Hiccup decided to concede it. "Maybe, but it's a little more than that. Dagur wants to make up for the past. We should acknowledge that he's trying. I'm not saying be his friend- I don't think you two have much in common anyway- but can't we all become non-hostile acquaintances?"

"I don't know. We're talking about Dagur, not Snotlout," said Fishlegs. "But I've always followed your lead before. As long as he's nice to Meatlug."

Meatlug opened her mouth by way of a smile.

"Don't forget, there's an academy on Berserker Island now. You could get in contact with them and set up an exchange program. You're a senior instructor. They could really benefit from your teaching," Hiccup said. Then he added, somewhat sheepishly, "Could you mention that to Astrid for me? And pretend it's your idea, not mine?"

Fishlegs frowned worriedly. "She mentioned she didn't want to talk to you."

"I'm sorry. I know I'm using you as a go-between."

"It's fine. As long as it doesn't become a habitual thing," he replied. "Or a life-long thing. This is temporary, right?"

"Uh…"

"Hiccup, you're in line to take your dad's place, she's probably going to take over Spitelout's as head of the warriors when he retires. You can't not talk to each other."

"I know. And I appreciate the concern, Fishlegs," he said. "It's only been a day. Let's see how the next… month or so goes. In the meantime, I'm going to focus on the Dagur situation. He should behave himself, but if he does anything stupid, let me know."

"Okay, but I don't plan to hang around wherever he is."

Hiccup smiled to hide his despondency. It would help the islands feel linked if he could get communication going between the two academies- it was only logical their methods and progress should mirror each other- but he couldn't ask Astrid to try and Fishlegs wouldn't if he was too intimidated by Dagur. And pushing Fishlegs, Hiccup knew, wouldn't get the results he wanted; the other man would either retreat or get angry.

_Give it time_, he told himself, but he felt frustrated. He had thought coaxing the Berserkers into cooperation would be the challenge, but they had embraced Hiccup's changes and their new dragons gladly. It was among his own people that he faced resistance- not hostility so much as wariness and a reluctance to abandon old patterns. It disappointed him.

"Well, let me know if there's anything I can do around here," Hiccup said, choosing a neutral reply. "Though I'm not really at my peak right now."

"You don't need to worry. Meatlug and I have everything covered, don't we, girl?" Fishlegs cooed.

Meatlug trudged forward and rubbed against Hiccup. Strangely, this time Toothless didn't snap at her to back off, but he supposed the Night Fury trusted her more than a dizzy Zippleback and a horde of silly, energetic hatchlings. Hiccup returned the favor by scratching the side of her head.

"I'm glad to hear it," he said. "See you around, Fishlegs."

He felt suddenly tired as he left the academy. He refused to settle for his people and Dagur's simply sharing the archipelago without fuss or complaint. If their two tribes united, Hiccup could only begin to imagine what they might achieve together. He wouldn't let others' apathy grind away that dream, but it meant much hard work remained ahead of him.
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**Chapter Forty-Three**

Hiccup set a tankard of mead in front of Stoick, who was seated at the dining table. "You said we needed to talk. Is now a good time?"

His father gave him a suspicious look. "Aye, if it's only you and me supping. Where is Dagur?"

"I asked him to visit his camp so we could have some time alone."

"And where is Toothless?"

"He went with Dagur." There was no particular reason for that, other than it allowed Dagur cross the island faster and Toothless needed the exercise.

Narrowing his eyes, Stoick said, "I do not like that."

"It's my responsibility to worry about Toothless," Hiccup replied and sat down. Gobber had prepared a simple meat dish for them for dinner, but after last night's excess of boar he was more interested in the bread. He grabbed a hunk. "Can we talk about us?"

Stoick nodded. "I expect there's a lot to be said. Why don't you start?"

Hiccup raised an eyebrow. He hadn't anticipated that offer. In the past, it had always been Stoick to first present a list of admissions or grievances. This deviation from the pattern was itself a concession and he appreciated the gesture his father wanted to make. Unfortunately, that didn't mean his words could be any kinder, not with such an ugly knot that needed untangling.

"I feel like you have no faith in me. I never expected you to be happy about the kinship exchange. I know I could have handled some things better and I do want to talk about that. But you completely closed up." Hiccup tried to keep his tone even, yet a pained quiver entered his voice as he spoke. "You treated me like I couldn't be trusted with anything, like I'm some maniac you needed to contain but you couldn't. I thought I proved myself to you already! I thought you would trust my intentions if nothing else- you didn't even give me that."

He watched his father's face for a reaction. Stoick's eyes saddened and he bowed his head.

"Hiccup, I am so proud of you. You've brought about things I never expected were possible. I know my actions said nothing of that. It's that when I thought about this, you letting Dagur on you… you don't understand, maybe you will when your children are older, but-"

"I hope I don't understand," he interrupted. "I hope I don't go crazy on them and treat them like criminals because they're going to have sex with somebody!"

Stoick scrunched up his face and squeezed the bridge of his nose. "You declared you were going to sleep with the enemy! Breed with him! I approved of Astrid-"

"I would have slept with Astrid even if you didn't. I don't think it's any of your business. The only reason this is is that it's political."

"Hiccup, you misunderstand," Stoick answered penitently. "I know I lost my head and I regret that. But I truly thought Dagur would hurt you. You tied my hands so there was nothing I could do… and I thought he would send you back to me in pieces."

Why was it so easy for Hiccup to forget that Stoick hadn't simply been angry? He'd been afraid, and remembering that bit at Hiccup's heart.

"You still should have let me talk," he said, gentling his voice, albeit not his words. "If you had, I would have explained to you why I wasn't afraid of Dagur. You could have trusted that I was using my head, that maybe I knew things you didn't. Think about what happened when you found out about Toothless. You thought I was crazy then, too. Is this going to be a cycle with us? I can't accept that."

"This is not the same as when you met Toothless," Stoick insisted. "It's ridiculous to compare that to whatever you're doing with Dagur."

Why, Hiccup wondered, was befriending a dragon- betraying everything he had ever known up until that point- somehow _less_ crazy than arranging a political alliance with a former enemy? The latter was something the chiefs of his line had been doing for centuries.

"Yes, but you acted the same."

"And I was wrong," Stoick said. "I am still uncertain of what you've done. It isn't that I think a treaty with the Berserkers is a bad thing. I don't share your confidence in their ability to rise to what you've proposed. But I should have treated you better. I intend to make that right, if you will let me."

Hiccup still felt unsure, but Stoick's words made him think of the promises he wanted to make to Astrid. He knew in his heart he would keep them if she ever called upon him- and he knew that she had every reason to doubt his integrity.

"If I… if _we_ stay," he corrected, folding his arms around his belly, "I need to know that you understand I'm the authority over my child. I'll decide how she's raised. I intend to give her as much guidance and support as I can, but I'm not going to push her to be anything or anyone but who she is. Not like…"

He stopped.

"You can say it," Stoick said. Oddly, he didn't sound hurt. "Not like I tried to do with you. I know that. And I know better. The best thing that happened to Berk was when you found your own path."

Hiccup felt an unexpected swelling of pride to hear that. "I'm not saying I don't want you to influence her. I know my courage comes from you. And my stubbornness, which is why we have these problems."

"Well, this is not going to be a problem. I promise that. I want to see who your child will become." Stoick's face softened and, with a curious look, he said, "You said 'she'. Do you know it's a girl?"

"How I would I know? No, that's just a thing Dagur started."

"I don't suppose 'know' is what I mean." Stoick suddenly had a wistful look in his eyes. "It's just that before you were born, your mother used to have dreams that you were a boy."

Hiccup was startled. Stoick almost never mentioned his mother- the loss had cut Stoick too deeply, much deeper than it had Hiccup who barely remembered her- but Hiccup felt strange hearing such a story, knowing what must have been her thoughts.

"I guess she never knew she was right," he said.

"Oh, she knows. That and everything that you've done. I know she must be proud of you."

Maybe Stoick had the right of it. If his mother was watching, if that was something Odin allowed, his life so far had been quite a story- a happy one, despite that he had never been able to share it with her in this world.

Hiccup felt the baby shift inside him and had a sudden thought.

"Do you… um… Do you want to…?"

Without finishing the question, he took Stoick's hand and pressed it to his stomach. After a brief moment of searching, he found a spot where the baby obligingly gave a small kick.

Stoick's eyes slowly widened, then he closed his eyes and bowed his head, at once overwhelmed and humbled. No, Hiccup thought, he didn't have to worry about his father turning them away. Here, too, his child was wanted and already loved.

* * *

><p>Their conversations continued over the course of the week, Hiccup and Stoick each airing their concerns. It meant chasing Dagur out of the house each night and the Berserker did whine, but Hiccup promised him it was temporary and made it up to him each afternoon. Meanwhile, Hiccup was grateful that Stoick had decided to give him the opportunity to simply talk. That was something his father had never seemed capable of when he had been a child, but Stoick had changed. They both had changed over the years and Hiccup had genuine hope that the tension between them- no matter how awful it had been- was only a rough patch they could overcome together.<p>

Among his own misgivings, he knew one matter that must be troubling Stoick: the fact that Hiccup had usurped his father's authority in negotiating the treaty. Hiccup did not know how to apologize for that. He didn't think he'd done the wrong thing, but he understood why it was problematic that he had gone above Stoick's head. It would be better for him to bring up this matter rather than wait for Stoick to do it, he decided.

"I know it's your job to keep Berk safe, and for that you have to be able to count on people to respect your authority," he said. "I don't know what to say. I don't regret what I did, but I will try not to make this a habit. I'll try coming to you first."

He was hedging and he hoped Stoick didn't realize it. He could see something like this happening again- it had already happened so many times- when his head and his conscience both agreed he was justified in going around Stoick. What he was really saying, he supposed, was that now he would try to believe that Stoick would react reasonably and trust Hiccup's solutions. And Hiccup had to recognize he wouldn't always be right either.

"Your independence isn't a bad thing, nor is it bad you'll fight for what you believe. That's the spirit a chief needs. But you aren't chief yet," Stoick said. "And you don't know everything. You have to work under my rules."

"But I still get to debate those rules?"

"In private, so that the people don't question our solidarity or that when you speak for me, it is with my authority, yes. And when I say no, you accept it."

These were the same guidelines Stoick had set when first making Hiccup deputy chief. Hiccup supposed they did need restating after all that had happened and he nodded.

"Okay. But you realize I expect us to have the opposite roles with your grandchild."

Stoick gave a laugh. "I've had my fill raising _you_. No, you can be the troll and I'll dote on the babe."

_Was I really that difficult?_ Hiccup questioned, thinking Stoick's memories must be exaggerated. But then he recalled the numerous occasions- sometimes out of irritation, because he had wanted to make a small gesture of rebellion, sometimes because his sense of curiosity had been simply overwhelming- he had ignored his father saying no, the culmination of which had been making friends with Toothless. And after that he'd flown all around the archipelago, getting into tangles with new dragons and Outcasts and Berserkers, which doubtless had done nothing to keep the gray from Stoick's hair. Choosing to mate with Dagur was simply the most recent, not the most outrageous, shock he'd given his father.

Gods help him, he suddenly realized. He had worried about his babies taking after Dagur- far worse if his children were at all like himself!

* * *

><p>Hiccup hummed, contemplating nothing much, enjoying the end of his lazy afternoon. He and Dagur had snuggled together in his bed, the other man nuzzling Hiccup's cheek and neck as if it were his best-loved preoccupation. Then, after a good measure of this, Dagur's attention had turned to the baby. Right now the Berserker was rubbing his nose against Hiccup's belly, cooing sweet little nonsense. Hiccup could make out words that sounded like "hatchling" and "precious" and his name peppered in between gibberish. Feeling warm, he reached down to stroke Dagur's head. The other man's hair felt coarse against his fingers, but he meant his touch for Dagur, not his own satisfaction.<p>

From the corner of his vision, he saw Toothless seated on his rock bed, watching them with languid curiosity. Toothless never ever stayed in the room when Dagur's clothes were off, but at no other time did privacy concern the dragon much. Hiccup knew it wasn't ignorance; Toothless' behavior, his keeping to the corner and observing quietly, indicated that he recognized this moment was intimate. Perhaps Hiccup ought to feel weird having a dragon escort, but he had always thought of his life and Toothless' as one. That made Dagur's presence more of an intrusion than the Night Fury's, but Toothless was tolerant of the situation. He seemed to understand that Dagur was a different sort of companion and not competition, although outside of Hiccup and Dagur's snuggling sessions he would occasionally bump Dagur out of the way to assert who was Hiccup's _real_ partner.

Hiccup felt the soft patter of something that wasn't Dagur's fingers against his skin. He looked down and saw Dagur gently marching his stuffed toy dragon across his abdomen. When had Dagur gotten his hands on that? Hiccup kept the toy on his headboard and hadn't seen the man reach for it.

"Uh… what are you doing?"

"This is so cute!" Dagur exclaimed, pursing his lips at it. "This was your baby toy, right? Wow, you always had an affinity for dragons, didn't you?"

"Not really," Hiccup replied and squirmed, remembering regretfully the moment of petulance in which he had thrown the tiny dragon into the ocean. "Could I have that back, please?"

Dagur was being gentle and time had proven the toy's sturdiness, but Hiccup preferred to handle it as little possible. The hands that had fashioned it would never make another; aside from his helmet, it was the only token he had of his mother and that made it irreplaceable.

He accepted the toy back from Dagur and clutched it to his chest. It suddenly occurred to him that a little dragon had been a very strange plaything for a child back then, when all Vikings had been taught that dragons were to be loathed and slaughtered, certainly never cuddled. He ought to ask Stoick if there had been a reason Valka had given him such a thing. Or perhaps there had been no intended meaning and it had simply pleased her.

It might have been odd then, but now it wouldn't be strange at all if Hiccup were to give his child a similar toy. Times had changed and nowadays dragons were considered snuggly. His children most of all would grow up knowing that.

"Dad's going to be home soon," he said. "I'm still working out things with him. Do you mind…?"

The Berserker shook his head and replied, "Can I take Toothless again? I'll have him back in time for bed, don't worry."

Across the room, Toothless snorted at this.

"Sure. He likes the exercise."

Dagur kissed Hiccup's belly. "Bye bye, baby. Daddy Dagur will be back soon."

He stood up and straightened his shirt, then stepped away to retrieve his armor. Hiccup smiled fondly at his back. No argument tonight, no argument for the past several nights. In fact, Dagur now seemed happy to oblige his need for personal time with Stoick. As matters were becoming settled, Hiccup grew more at ease and the ebbing of his tension was something Dagur seemed to sense, as well as its cause. Someday, Hiccup thought, he would cease to be surprised by how perceptive the other man could be. Embracing reality wasn't one of Dagur's particular strengths, but he was more than capable when he made the effort.

_You really are sweet_, Hiccup thought as he leaned up to accept a kiss from Dagur before the Berserker and Toothless departed.

Coincidentally enough, it was Dagur that Stoick later decided should be the topic of the evening. Hiccup was well into a thick yak steak when the subject came up- eating for two, or rather twice as much, he was not, but his appetite was larger- and he decided he should feel grateful that Stoick had waited for him to get something into his stomach first.

"The hardest part of this for me to swallow is that you expect me to believe Dagur is different. That he isn't the same madman who tried to raze this village to the ground and he's never going to fly off the cart and try it again."

Hiccup put down his knife. He'd wait to see if he still felt like eating at the end of this conversation.

"First of all, the point of this exchange is so that if Dagur ever does decide to go crazy and attack us, the Berserkers _won't_ follow. The heirs are our guarantee, not his good behavior," he answered. Then he paused a moment, quieting. The warmth that entered his voice felt entirely natural; to hold it back would have been forced. "But he has changed. I know that's hard for you to believe- sometimes it's hard for me to believe- but I've seen it. And Toothless trusts him now. That has to count for something to you."

"Are you sure Toothless isn't being influenced by…" Stoick gestured towards Hiccup's middle.

_Are you asking if Toothless is being influenced or me?_ Hiccup almost asked, but decided it wasn't an argument worth having. At least Stoick never mentioned how much he surely loathed having Dagur as the second father his grandchildren. He would never be thrilled with the kinship exchange or exactly how Hiccup had become pregnant, but these were things done and unalterable. At this point, they could only be accepted.

"Yes."

Stoick sighed heavily. "You know that I want this to be true…"

"Dagur is here now and he knows he doesn't have growl to get what he wants anymore. Why don't you let him show you himself?"

"Oh, I intend to. But if he steps out of line-"

"I can keep him in line."

"You shouldn't have to," Stoick said. "Is that how you've been spending your afternoons? Keeping Dagur 'in line'?"

_How do you know what I do in the afternoon?_ he wanted to question, but he and Dagur hadn't been stealthy about their daily meetings at the house- they'd seen no practical reason to be secretive. And Hiccup had known that at some point he would need to address this subject with Stoick, if for no other reason than to put it to rest.

Kindly, but firmly, he said, "That isn't any of your business."

"I would like to agree," Stoick said patiently, "but given who you are and who he is, there are potential ramifications-"

"Like what?" he demanded. "How is that true anymore? I'm pregnant. He's supposed to get me pregnant again in a few years. We should be sleeping together."

"Well, he can't get you pregnant again right now! Hiccup, what are you doing with him?"

It wasn't a question Stoick had the right to ask- but it was one that Hiccup should ask himself. Why was he still sleeping with Dagur? Because he liked it. Because he wanted to. What had happened to his plan of getting his lust for the Berserker out of his system? While that desire was no longer driving him frantic, he still felt a yearning for the other man that he had made no effort to stem. Instead, he accepted every easy opportunity to continue indulging himself.

_It's just sex. It's none of your business_, he wanted to tell Stoick. But there was another question hidden in this. Sex might be all it was for Hiccup, but he was certain that was not true for Dagur. When they inevitably stopped having it, would Dagur accept that graciously or go out of his mind? If the latter happened, Hiccup had no idea what to do about it.

Wait and see. So far, nothing had turned out as horribly as Hiccup had feared it would and a lot of that had been because Dagur was a better person now. Maybe this would end well, too. Maybe they would agree they'd both had a pleasurable time and part as friends.

Maybe, but in his heart he doubted. "Friend" was a label that fit Dagur oddly in his mind. "Friendly" didn't at all describe what they had been doing an hour ago, Dagur rubbing himself against Hiccup in adoration- and Hiccup accepting his touch happily.

_I don't treat him like a friend._

Yet he couldn't bear the thought of pulling away, of telling Dagur no. He still wanted.

"If a problem comes up that might affect Berk, I'll let you know. Otherwise, Dad, it's not your business."

Stoick wasn't happy with the answer, but he accepted it with a harsh grunt and a nod. Hiccup decided to immediately change the subject. Even so, the problem lingered in his mind.

_Someday, I'll have to tell Dagur no. And on that day…_

That day was not tomorrow. It was not next week, not next month- it was long from now and Hiccup wanted more than anything to let it wait.


	45. Chapter 44

**Chapter Forty-Four**

About a week later, Stoick asked, "Are you ready to resume your duties as deputy chief?"

"Uh…" Hiccup wanted to say yes. He needed something to do with his time- he sadly had no business at the academy and felt too clumsy to risk himself around the forge- and Stoick's offer meant his father trusted him again. But he was hesitant. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"

"Just why wouldn't it be?"

"Oh, I don't know. Maybe some people will be a little too happy to have me welcome their baby into the tribe or marry them and then other people will be unhappy if I'm not the one who named their baby and… Dad, someone is going to ask me to bless a sheep, I know it!" he exclaimed. "We finally got rid of all the pies, now we'll be up to our ears in them again-"

"There are far worse fates than having too many pies around the house," Stoick said. He sounded uncertain if he should be exasperated or laugh. "Hiccup, sometimes we have less influence over how others think of us than we would like. But that shouldn't change how we act. You can't shirk from your duties because of this. You need to find a way to deal with it."

"But if I say the wrong thing and people take to it heart… or if I say the right thing, but then they take it too far… and if I tell them 'no, I won't do that', then they'll be offended or they'll think they offended me and…" He threw out his hands. "Do you see why I never wanted to deal with this?"

Crossing his arms, Stoick said, "Would you like my opinion?"

"I can't believe you're asking rather than just telling me."

"You are over-thinking this. The people of Berk have always respected you for what you've done and that hasn't changed. Go out there and be Hiccup. And if someone does ask you to bless a sheep, tell them the words Gothi gave you."

_"The gods work through me as they will. I do not ask for more."_ Another ritual phrase and Hiccup hated it, because it sounded to him like an admission that he was their direct instrument. He didn't believe that. If all of his actions were guided by the gods, then they had committed some stupendous screw-ups. And what about his achievements, couldn't he credit them to himself?

Maybe it didn't mean all his actions. Maybe it didn't mean any of them, but that some of the things placed in his path had been meant to be. He could believe that- he already did, because he couldn't imagine life without Toothless- but that was true for everybody. He still wasn't special for it and didn't want to act as if he thought otherwise.

_But Dad's right. I can't hide in the house because of this. _He'd faced the same thing on Berserker Island, but it bothered him so much more here because these were people he'd known all his life. He didn't want them to see him any differently than they had before. Yet he remembered Gobber's advice from months back: if he wanted to be treated the same, he should act the same as he had in the past.

"Alright. I'll go back to work and see what happens."

Later, when he told Dagur of the change to his schedule, the man took a self-directed view of the situation and demanded, "What am I supposed to do all day?"

_You're an adult. Figure it out_, Hiccup was tempted to snap. "Go find something to do. Fix a roof, milk a yak. Hang around and get to know my people."

"That's boring!"

"That's what I did on your island."

"No, you played around with dragons all day. Let me take Toothless."

"No," Hiccup answered immediately. Although he allowed Dagur to ride the Night Fury for Toothless' daily exercise, the rest of the time the dragon stayed in Hiccup's company and that was how Hiccup and Toothless both preferred it. That and Hiccup was seriously considering letting Toothless cart him around instead of walking; he had begun to feel the impact of the baby on his foot and knees at the end of the day. "Why don't you get your own dragon?"

"You know why!" Dagur grumbled through his clenched teeth. "We agreed not to talk about it."

Not exactly the agreement Hiccup remembered, but at least Dagur was consciously avoiding a chance to bring up the Skrill. That counted for something, even if Hiccup wasn't heartened to know Dagur was still waiting on one.

Exasperated, he said, "Go be a chief."

In the following days, Hiccup couldn't tell if Dagur was taking his advice or not. He never ran into the other man as he made his own rounds through the village. At least Dagur wasn't spending his free time stalking him- although, truthfully, Dagur had never done much of that. He seemed to prefer to obsess in private.

The other Berserkers, however, shared none of their chief's reservations. They mingled freely with the people of Berk. Hiccup bumped into them all the time: sharing mugs with the local warriors in the hall, arm wrestling in the plaza as they made observations about the weather, even herding yaks and chasing about Terrible Terrors. Some of them were very friendly indeed; Hiccup saw Ruffnut tugging on the arm of a Berserker commander who seemed not at all displeased to go wherever she was dragging him.

Seeing this, how well his people and the Berserkers were now getting along, Hiccup approached Stoick and said, "It doesn't seem right to keep the Berserkers in Mildew's field. We should have a place for them to stay when they visit."

"Is their visiting going to become a regular thing?" Stoick asked.

"It should, shouldn't it? That's the point of the treaty."

"The point was to avert a war."

_The point was to create peace_, Hiccup thought with slight exasperation, which wasn't quite the same thing. Preventing a war was keeping the status quo. Cultivating peace meant sharing and cooperation, but he wasn't about to lecture Stoick on that. Hiccup had gotten things started on Berserker Island and now the changes were happening without him- which meant the changes were real.

"A little cultural exchange will go a long way towards that," Hiccup said. "From what I've seen, I think the rest of our people will like the idea, too."

He could tell his father was reluctant. Stoick hadn't quite yet embraced the idea of a future where Berkian and Berserker flew over the archipelago hand-in-hand. But after only a moment of hesitation, Stoick agreed.

Hiccup shared the idea with Dagur. It was only logical to involve him since the building was meant for his people and it gave him something to do other than terrorize yaks and look for fights- a few days ago Hiccup had caught him trying to tear off Spitelout's arm, although both men insisted the violence had been friendly. Dagur took to the project enthusiastically and drafted a list of specifications for the design.

There was no suitable building available for a visitors' lodge. Since peace had been made with the dragons, Berk's population had been on an upswing and all of those houses were occupied. However there was plenty of land and starting from scratch was probably easier than refitting an existing home. Hiccup was an inventor, not an architect; someone else whipped up the initial drawing for the lodge and then he suggested modifications to make it more open and friendly for dragons. After that, he presented the design to Dagur and Stoick.

"It needs more spikes," was the first thing Dagur said upon seeing the schematic laid out on the table.

"More what?" Stoick questioned, bristling.

"Spikes. We put them on everything. Like this!" He took the charcoal from Hiccup's hand and added several tall, sharp points to the roof and trimming. "There. Now that looks Berserker!"

"I don't think spikes are such a good idea," Hiccup said. "It'll make the dragons nervous. They won't want to come near the house."

"What? Don't be silly. The dragons on _my_ island don't act that way."

"Actually, they do," he replied. "That's why Nott said she would have all the rooftops defanged after we left."

Dagur's jaw dropped and he stared. "She ordered _what_? She can't do that!"

_I'd like to see you stop her_, Hiccup thought. He was certain the only reason Nott hadn't taken over the Berserkers was that she didn't want to.

Amused, he remarked, "She said you would take this badly-"

"You can't get rid of my spikes! Mine are the biggest on the whole island-"

"Oh, I'm sorry. Your house will no longer announce the size and majesty of your-"

"Do not finish that sentence!" Stoick roared.

_Jeez, Dad, that is not what I was going to say!_ Hiccup thought.

"Ugh. Having your dad around really puts a cramp in flirting. And in my neck," Dagur said, then called, "Hey, Stoick! I'm building Hiccup a bigger bed so I can roll around in it and there's nothing you can do about- ow!"

Hiccup pulled back his metal foot from his swiftly delivered kick. "Talk to my dad about something like that again and I guarantee the size of my bed will no longer be one of your problems."

They agreed upon no spikes.

* * *

><p><em>"You're going to have to learn to growl<em>," Stoick had warned Hiccup the first time he had sat in judgment over disputes. _"We're Vikings. We shout. A bit is healthy, gets out the tension. It's an art knowing how much to allow and when is the right time to step in and remind them who is in charge."_

Hiccup wasn't a yeller. The first few times, he had let Toothless roar for him. After that, he had brought a shield and a hammer and banged the two together for as long as it took for everyone else to shut up. The noise rang his ears and was irritating even to him, but it was business as usual among his people.

Today, there had so far been no shouting.

"So you went a whole growing season without noticing someone else had planted in one of your fields?" Hiccup asked, trying not to sound too dubious. As he sat in his father's chair in the great hall, he couldn't help thinking that some people desperately _needed_ someone to chief.

The plaintiff- a man named Stench, who thankfully did not live up to his name- answered softly, "Well, you see, sir, I _meant_ to plant my own rutabagas there, but ever since I had a spat with old Bes-"

"Bes? Who is this?"

"My prize yak, sir. After that, sometimes these things slip out of mind."

Hiccup almost sighed. Berkians really needed to stop priding themselves on having hard heads. It just encouraged them to slam them into things to discover how much it took to break them.

"Okay. You can't lay claim to the whole crop. You didn't do any of the work planting or harvesting it. But you-" Hiccup turned to the defendant, a woman called Barkbite, who had a voice to match. "-didn't have the right to use his land. You took advantage of someone else's soil."

Rasped Barkbite, "But Stench's land is right next to mine and the boundary's always been in question-"

"Until last year, when my father determined that everything past the burnt tree belongs to Stench! Are you disputing the record?" Hiccup snapped. The harshness in his voice was pre-emptive. Barkbite would probably hurl an insult and then quiet down. This was how these things usually went.

That wasn't how it went this time. Barkbite cringed, hunching her shoulders to her ears, and shook her head.

Hiccup's solution was to work out a tenant agreement, as if Barkbite had been renting the land from Stench all along and now simply owed him payment. That seemed fair to him, especially as he doubted that land would have been used otherwise thanks to Stench's faulty memory.

In parting, Hiccup said to Stench, "Keep better track of your lands. Use a notebook, get an assistant, something. And you-" He looked sternly at Barkbite. "You know better. If this ever comes up again, I won't be so lenient."

He braced himself for the protest- he knew they would accept his judgment, but one last shout, to defend pride and ego, was typical. He'd learn to stop flinching long ago and accept whatever was said with apathy.

No words- loud or soft- came. The two Vikings nodded and shuffled out of the hall. Hiccup to scream to fill silence that ought to be a clamor.

Nothing was the same. No one treated him the same. They all spoke quietly, almost with reverence, and if anyone argued with him, they then acted ashamed, as if they had momentarily forgotten themselves- or forgotten what he was.

He wished everyone would forget what he was.

Stench and Barkbite's case had been the final one of the day. Now Hiccup had a baby naming scheduled- and an extra shirt packed in Toothless' saddle pouch, because everyone's drooling little darling still felt obliged to spit up on him. As he walked outside, where Toothless was waiting, he carefully kept his face impassive. No telling what panic he'd set off if others could see that he was dismayed or disappointed. People now read his gestures like they did chicken bones, trying to predict good or ill fortune from the turn of his smile.

_I'm not a shaman. I'm not an oracle. The gods don't talk to me_, he thought in frustration. _I'm just Hiccup!_

And the bitter core of it was the reason his people considered him precious was also the source of the greatest frustrations and compromises in his life. Did they think that he wanted a first world? That walking the path between was a joy, never a burden? At times, he had to choke back his resentment at how deeply they did not understand.

At the day's end he headed home, grateful for the chance to rest. As he entered the house, Toothless following behind him, he heard noises upstairs. The source had to be Dagur. What was the man doing in there? He climbed up to his room and saw the Berserker crawling along the floor with a measuring stick.

"Uh… hello?"

Dagur looked up and smiled. "Oh, _máni minn_! There is enough space to fit a bed just slightly smaller than mine in here. What do you think?"

"Will there still be enough space for everything else?" he asked.

"I think so."

"Do you know so?"

"I will draw you a diagram." Hiccup would have said that same line to someone sarcastically, but Dagur sounded serious. "Oh, I found this."

Dagur stood up and handed a piece of paper to him. It was one of Hiccup's old designs. Dagur tapped the page and grinned.

"The Mangler? When did you come up with this?"

"When I was nine, I think. This is a later version," Hiccup said.

"Did you build it?"

"Once, yes."

"Where is it?"

"I don't know-"

"Why did you never show me this when we were kids?" Dagur squealed. "I would have loved this! Think of all the fun we could have had!"

"Probably because I was afraid you'd use it on me," Hiccup answered. He had always steered Dagur away from the workshop during the yearly visits.

"Oh." Dagur frowned, then abruptly brightened again. "Can I see it now?"

"I don't know what happened to it. Gobber probably scrapped it for parts. Or gave it to the butcher."

"How about this? Since I'm building you a new bed, you build me a new one of these!"

"I'm not really comfortable around the forge at the moment," Hiccup replied, lightly pressing his hands against his belly. He swore he'd gotten larger just over the past week. "And I don't need a bigger bed."

"Not even when you have a friend over?" Dagur insisted, waggling his eyebrows.

"It's always been big enough for that in the past," Hiccup said.

His eyes widened as he'd realized what he'd admitted and he winced. Great, how was Dagur going to react to this? He was only prone to possessiveness and lunacy. Was Hiccup going to have to talk him down from a rant or talk him out of going on a tear?

Dagur looked down at the floor and frowned. "In the past, huh?"

"You're not my first and you should have known that. I can tell I wasn't yours either," Hiccup said. "You weren't born knowing how to do those things with your tongue."

"Who was it?" His voice was insistent.

"That is absolutely none of your business."

"I need to know!" Dagur whined.

"Why?" Hiccup demanded. "You're the only person I've been with since I offered the exchange. That means whatever else I've done is none of your business."

"Was he bigger than me?"

Hiccup scowled. What a stupid, petty, meaningless question and he could tell that Dagur had blurted it without thinking. He snapped in irritation, "'He' was a she."

Immediately, he regretted speaking. Dagur didn't need that information. He didn't deserve it- and more crucially, he might be able to guess the she's identity if he took note of how keen Astrid's rage towards Hiccup was.

"_She_?" Dagur squawked in surprise.

"What made you assume I only visited your camp?" he retorted sharply. "There are very few men I find attractive. Right now, you're not being one of them!"

"Who is she?" Dagur sounded frantic. He grabbed Hiccup by the shoulders. "Is she on Berk? Have I met her?"

"Let go of me!" he exclaimed. This was going too far- the argument was escalating. Hiccup whipped up his arms, shoving Dagur's hands off him. "Find somewhere else to sleep tonight!"

Dagur staggered backwards and gawked. Hiccup couldn't read his expression and he felt a touch of dread. Toothless was still downstairs; it would take him several moments to bound into the room if Hiccup called him. There was a knife was in his boot as always, but in his state he doubted he could reach it before Dagur pulled his axe-

_What am I thinking?_ he questioned, chilled. Why had he jumped to the assumption that Dagur was about to get violent? He couldn't remember the last time that had happened. In fact, it _hadn't_, not at any time since their reunion over half a year ago. The worst he'd done was shout at Hiccup- and yet Hiccup was right now shaking from a flight-or-fight response.

"You're afraid of me," Dagur realized, sounding shocked. His eyes turned bleak. "_Máni minn_…"

Dagur stepped past him and walked out of the room. From downstairs, Hiccup heard Toothless whine and then the front door open and shut.

_What just happened?_ He hugged himself as Toothless came upstairs and started nuzzling him. The Night Fury seemed concerned, but not distressed- not as he would be if he had picked up any dangerous vibes from Dagur on his way out.

Dagur had been out of line, but why had Hiccup's instinctual reaction been to anticipate that the other man would lash out? That had never happened any of the times that Hiccup had said no to him before. It might have had come up in the past, when they were teenagers, but hadn't Hiccup spent the past weeks insisting to everyone that Dagur was different now, that he trusted the man and felt safe with him? What had just happened- had it been real or inside his head?

He heard a knock downstairs. Was that Dagur, coming back? If it was, Hiccup didn't know what to say. He walked into the hearth room and opened the door.

"Astrid?" he questioned in surprise.

Astrid's lips were drawn into a thin line and her eyes were hard. Her voice was dull, as if she was forcing it flat, as she asked, "When can we talk?"
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**Chapter Forty-Five**

Now was a terrible time, but Astrid didn't want to talk now. She wanted to settle on when. Hiccup told her tomorrow, to which she nodded curtly and left.

Stoick seemed not to think anything of Dagur's absence at dinner. Perhaps to him there was nothing unusual about it, as Hiccup had asked Dagur to be scarce on previous nights. Should Hiccup mention what had happened? He had promised to tell Stoick anything that could become a problem for Berk, but he couldn't decide if this qualified- because he wasn't certain that anything actually had happened.

Dagur had started to act wild and stupid and Hiccup had gotten scared. Years ago, that reaction would have been logical- but now? After all the time they'd spent together, comfortable and intimate, why would he react that way? He'd told everyone that he trusted Dagur now- he _did_ trust Dagur now, didn't he?

Perhaps that trust was limited. He believed that Dagur would do nothing deliberately to displease him- something unthinking, however, was another matter. He had the power to control the other man, so long as Dagur's emotions remained manageable. That had been his reasoning behind the kinship exchange: having Dagur's child would solidify that hold.

Remembering this, Hiccup almost shuddered at the coldness of it. Back then, he had seen Dagur merely as an obstacle or an object to act upon and manipulate. Dagur was so much more to him now. He treasured the other man's warmth, his sweetness- even his wild streak, which was so often an expression of ardor and excitement, not simply chaotic noise and motion.

That he'd ever considered Dagur another way, as less than a person, made him feel small and deeply ashamed.

But what now? This was the dynamic he'd established, that he would reward Dagur with his presence so long as the man behaved as he wanted, and that remained in place regardless of Hiccup's changed feelings. He didn't want to think Dagur's goodwill only existed to win his attention. That meant every sign of change that Hiccup believed in- Dagur's tenderness and affection- was ultimately a lie.

It meant, Hiccup realized bitterly, that Dagur had been playing the same game as he was, that they were simply prizes to each other.

Did Hiccup believe Dagur had become a better person? Or did he think Dagur was the same person merely with a different goal, one that made him malleable as long as Hiccup could keep him happy and never let him doubt? Hiccup felt like his faith in the man had just been tested and he had failed.

He hoped dearly that he had failed.

He felt despondent and angry when he went to bed. Dagur had been stupid and demanded answers to which he'd had no right- but Hiccup had reacted disproportionately, falling back on instincts that were no longer valid. Lonely, he hugged himself tightly. When was the last time he had slept without Dagur holding him? Too long ago for this, an empty bed, to feel right.

* * *

><p>As he knocked on Astrid's door, Hiccup considered that this might be the most painful conversation of his life.<p>

The door opened. Astrid gave him a dour look and gestured for him to enter. None of her family were home, leaving them alone except for Stormfly. Hiccup expected the Nadder to react to him as every other dragon had, gambol towards him and try to smell his belly. Instead, she hissed at him. Startled, he jumped back.

"Down, girl," Astrid told her softly, raising a hand.

Stormfly lowered her head against her paws, but continued to glare at Hiccup, making him glad he had decided to leave Toothless outside. The atmosphere in the room was already choked and tense; two dragons sniping at each other would do nothing to improve it.

"You look huge. Sit," Astrid said flatly. It was a command, not an invitation.

"I don't need a chair," Hiccup answered. It felt wrong to make himself comfortable when he knew how little he deserved any hospitality from her.

"Oh, just sit! I'm sure you're suffering enough carrying around that monster child."

_I'm not that big_, he thought, but he really didn't know and maybe the idea pleased Astrid. At any rate, it seemed a stupid argument to have. He sat down in the chair to which she pointed.

Astrid crossed her arms. She glared at him, then at the floor. The hardness of her eyes and rigid set of her jaw were enough to for Hiccup to read the extent of her anger. It had been a long time since he had seen her this furious- and on every other such occasion, she had had her axe out swinging.

At last, she said, "I need to apologize to you."

The statement was baffling. "You need to apologize to _me_?"

"Yes!" she snapped, still looking at the floor. "Shut up and listen. I lied. I was angry and I lied- you never manipulated me into saying yes to your future. I wanted it." Her fists clenched, yet her voice softened as she continued, "I knew what you had to do, what you had to be, and I encouraged it. I always encouraged you to think about your duty with me as part of it. You wanted a wife who would help keep your secret and that was perfect for me, because I wanted a husband who…"

She stopped and flinched.

Her confession wasn't a surprise to him. A part of him had always known and had convinced himself it didn't matter. Why should it trouble him, when she would call him husband and uphold his idealized self-image to the rest of the world? Quietly, he said, "You did call me the perfect man."

"We were good for each other," she said.

He wanted to be kind, but they both knew that was a lie. "No, we weren't."

"We seemed good!" she exclaimed, looking back at him. "We wanted what we could give each other! We…"

Should he let her say it? He felt like it was her right to be blunt and blurt out the hard truth- but if it was difficult for her, maybe it was his responsibility to speak harshly and let her blame him.

"You made me feel normal," Hiccup said. "Because when I was with you, everyone thought I was."

It went both ways, but he didn't need her to admit it.

"Yeah," she agreed harshly. "I guess us together was kind of messed up."

"Not necessarily. I mean… I screwed us up, Astrid-"

"Stop trying to be nice about it! I was convenient for you and you were convenient for me! I liked your first world too much, Hiccup. Is that what you wanted? Someone who likes you for what you're _not_?"

He looked down at his lap, weirdly feeling ashamed, as if he had forced her to say it. Maybe it was good to acknowledge it. They had never been quite right for each other, but they could have given each other what they had thought they needed, what they had wanted.

Did he still want it? It seemed like a pointless question. He couldn't have it now and revealing the first world to everyone was a choice he had made- a compromise, his greatest yet, to seize the future he'd desired.

He had won and overall he was happy. His dream for Berk and for the Berserkers was coming true and that made it strange and painful to hate many of the other consequences, especially the personal ones. Whether or not it was justified, he didn't want to live with that resentment, for it to warp his thoughts so that he regretted his decision and became bitter.

"That doesn't make what I did right," he insisted, raising his head.

"I know it doesn't!" she declared, her tone scathing. "What you did was horrible! And knowing I dodged an arrow- that marrying you would have been a terrible mistake- doesn't actually make me feel any better!"

"I am sorry. I am so sorry and I know that's not good enough."

With a desperate look, she said, "I don't know what would be good enough. Seeing you suffer? I don't want that. I care about you! I shouldn't. I should hate you- I am so angry that I _don't_!"

_You… don't?_ he thought in surprise.

Could the bond of shared triumphs and failures, hopes and intimacies, run so deep that he still mattered to her? It felt like a gift he didn't deserve- and for her, it could be nothing but a burden. But if she still cared, maybe there was hope he could do something that would make a difference.

"The worst part of what I did is that I care about you, but I didn't act that way at all," he told her. "You were such a great friend to me. I'll always treasure that- and I'll always regret that I destroyed that."

"I wish we had stayed just friends," she said bitterly, then admitted, "But that's my fault as much as yours. I don't think we can go back. I don't think I can ever trust you like that again."

He nodded. He regretted it, but it was what he had expected. "I understand."

"You better!" she snapped, eyes flashing again. Then she took a deep breath. "Well, there's a problem because I can't kick you out of my life. You're the stinking heir, the next chief. I'd have to leave the archipelago and I'm not going to do that."

"I've thought about this. If we can't be friends, can we still get along? Astrid…" He paused. He needed to figure out how say this without sounding like an ass or as if he still wanted to manipulate her. "Berk is your home and you were always meant to do great things. I don't want to get in the way of either of those. Can we still work together?"

"You mean can I stand the thought of having to take orders from you someday? Can I respect you as chief when the time comes?" Her voice remained harsh. She crossed her arms and said, "Yeah, maybe. As much as this hurts, Hiccup, you…" She faltered for a moment. "You at least did something _good_ while being so awful. So if I can still talk to you… and if I can still argue with you… but only about Berk stuff. If you ask me for advice about your personal life, I will rip your leg off and ram it so far up your-"

"That's more than fair," he answered. "And I'm very grateful-"

"Save it for when I can stand it. I still want to stay from you, Hiccup. At least now I feel like I can eventually live with you around."

"You call the shots, Astrid. It's up to you when we talk again."

"Yippee," she said flatly.

He pushed himself out of the chair. "I guess it's time for me to go?"

"Yeah. Get out." But then, as he approached the door, she called, "Wait."

Hiccup turned.

With a self-effacing sigh, Astrid said, "Okay, I know I said you can't ask me for personal advice and I mean it, but… Look, I don't know what is going on between you and Dagur and I'm not sure I care. But I think it's wrong, even if it is him. You shouldn't play with people like that. It's going to blow up in your face and you deserve it, but…" She shook her head. "I still don't want to see it happen. I don't want you to get hurt."

"Dagur's not going to hurt me," Hiccup insisted. "You don't need to worry."

"That's not what I mean. Go away."

He supposed, dismal as their talk had been, it had gone the best he could have expected. They had both been earnest, focused on practicalities and their futures- their separate futures. He had destroyed their friendship and he would always live with that loss.

* * *

><p>The rest of the day followed just as miserably. Hiccup's duties gave him barely enough to distract his mind. He made good decisions when the scale was vast and his concern was the betterment of his people. But when it came to his friends, to those he cared about, he feared that he was more selfish than giving. He valued his intelligence and foresight, his ability to plan and provide for contingencies, but a schemer, a manipulator- was that who he was?<p>

_That's not what I want to be._

He was clever, but when had he stopped being kind?

As he walked up to his house, he saw Dagur sitting on the ground next to the door.

"_Máni minn_," Dagur called softly.

Uncertain, Hiccup approached him and said, "Hello?"

Dagur held something up towards him. Hiccup noticed that his knuckles were scraped bloody and dusted with gray powder.

"What happened to your hands?" he asked in alarm.

"Oh. I was breaking open rocks. I wanted to find this."

He handed Hiccup a stone. A crack line around the center showed that it had been split in half. Carefully, Hiccup pulled its two pieces apart. Inside each was a hollow filled with tiny, sparkling crystals.

"It's a geode. Thank you. It's pretty."

"Yeah, it's full of treasure!" Dagur said, a spark of liveliness entering his voice. "Like you!"

Hiccup sighed. "You mean like how I'm full of baby?"

Dagur frowned. "No, I wasn't thinking about the baby. I mean your brain and your heart and your… you."

Hiccup gave a wan smile. The gods must be mocking him. He felt like the exact opposite of a geode at the moment. His ugly was on the inside.

"I was dumb," Dagur said. "I lost my head. I had no right to ask you those things, _máni minn_. It will not become a problem. I promise. And I am so sorry I scared you-"

"You didn't. I overreacted," he said. "There was no reason to panic like that-"

"We both know there used to be," Dagur said darkly.

"It doesn't matter. I should know you better by now. I do know you better! I mean… I'm not sorry I kicked you out, but I am sorry that I-"

"You don't need to apologize," the other man insisted. His voice was strangely eager, his eyes sparkling weirdly. "You've been fair with me. You've been more than fair! You make me so happy…"

_You sound crazy_, Hiccup thought. Last night, he had feared losing control over Dagur, now he was afraid he had the other man too deeply enchanted.

"…but I have to know, even if I shouldn't ask," Dagur continued, his tone now somber. "Am I keeping you from someone?"

_Oh my gods_, Hiccup thought and stared. Never would he have expected that question. It confirmed to him something startling, something that should be a relief and yet he found painful: Dagur was aware of the temporary nature of their relationship.

How would Dagur react if he said yes? It would be a lie, but what would Dagur do? Would he scream, would he cry, or would he nod meekly and say nothing? Hiccup had no idea whatsoever. He couldn't begin to guess and that frightened him.

"No," he said. "There's no one right now."

"Oh."

"And there won't be until the exchange is complete," he added. At the moment, he didn't feel like he wanted or deserved a significant other, but he couldn't afford to mess around either. One of the most irresponsible things he could do would be to become pregnant with someone else's child next, forcing a delay in when he could carry Dagur's heir. "For the next few years, it's just you."

"Does that please you?"

"Dagur, knock it off. You're weirding me out," he said. "We had a fight yesterday. We both reacted badly. It happens. It doesn't mean I'm not happy. But I'd like my deranged one back."

Dagur smiled. Then he widened his grin to show his teeth.

"That's better," Hiccup said, although he knew Dagur's gesture had been forced. He felt a knot in his stomach. What a terrible mess he had created- what was he doing to this man? How warped would they both be at the end of this?

_I want you to be you! Not the person you think I want. I care for you!_

Hiccup hadn't before- now that he did, was it enough? How could it be? He wasn't foolish enough to mistake his empathy as equal to Dagur's love.

Dagur stood and said, "If I can make you happy, I will."

_Even if that means leaving me alone? _he wondered- and didn't ask. Someday, that challenge would be rendered. Now, today, he wanted Dagur's arms and he stepped willingly into their embrace.
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**Chapter Forty-Six**

When the guest lodge for the Berserkers was complete, the village threw a party to celebrate. Hiccup found the commotion unnecessarily rowdy and felt it involved too much mead, but he was happy to finally see people getting drunk for a reason other than their overwhelming support of him producing babies.

The next day, Dagur complained he was bored.

"I helped build the lodge, the lodge is built. Now what?" he demanded, almost whining.

"How exactly did you help?" Hiccup asked skeptically.

"I managed, Hiccup. I delegated. I chiefed!"

If only Nott were here to give Dagur a smack. She undoubtedly had her days overfull now managing both Berserker Island and her academy, enabling Dagur to dither around Berk moaning about nothing to do.

"Don't you have any hobbies?" Hiccup asked.

"I like killing things. I like cooking. I like sticking things in you, when you're not in the mood to stick things in me." He grinned at the last item.

_How charming_, Hiccup thought. "My dad would be much happier if you didn't hunt, Gobber does the cooking, and you can't do that last one all day."

"Can I do it right now?"

He ought say no. The question was crude and ignored completely the point of their argument. But there was something bewilderingly charming about Dagur's eager, hopeful smile. Hiccup should be annoyed, but instead he felt oddly satisfied to simply sigh and answer yes.

* * *

><p>Hiccup sat up in the grass and rubbed his back. Meatlug, who rested on the hill with him, tried edging near and he shooed her back. He knew what she wanted and right now didn't feel like having his stomach prodded, even if she would be gentle. If she wanted to be useful, she should get behind him and provide a backrest. Groaning, he lay down again against the hard ground.<p>

Maybe Astrid hadn't been unfair calling this a "monster child". He should have known Dagur wouldn't sire anything small; he'd just passed the seven month mark and was certain that whenever he gave birth, the baby would be larger than himself as a newborn. He was grateful for that, but his mind froze whenever he thought about how the baby would be getting _out_.

Above him, Fishlegs flew Toothless on a slow loop through the sky. Annoyed, Hiccup wanted to shout at them to go faster. Testing the prototype carrier and saddle seat attachment was taking longer than it should. Hiccup couldn't run the tests himself- he couldn't do anything challenging in the air right now- so he'd recruited Fishlegs for the task. Unfortunately, no matter how many times Hiccup told him, Fishlegs didn't seem to get that he was supposed to test the _limits_ of the devices. No, Hiccup had absolutely no intention of whipping his baby through a rapid triple loop in the sky, but he needed to know that the straps would hold if an emergency called for that sort of maneuver. That was why right now the test subject was a boulder and not a live creature. But that didn't seem to make a difference to Fishlegs, who acted like it was a real baby and behaved inordinately protective of it. Last week, Hiccup had switched the boulder for a different one to see if he'd notice. He had- and he had panicked.

Hiccup supposed he could ask Snotlout or the twins to help. Ruffnut and Tuffnut especially could be counted upon to try any crazy stunt imaginable. But the saddle seat was calibrated to Toothless' measurements. It couldn't be easily transferred to another dragon and he trusted none of them to fly Toothless properly. He didn't trust them to report accurate data either. Fishlegs was all he had until his kid was born and he could run the stress tests himself.

Fishlegs and Toothless landed. Gently- absurdly gently- Fishlegs undid the buckles on the seat and lifted up the boulder. He carried it to Hiccup.

"I think we had a good run, didn't we, Little Rocky?" Fishlegs cooed.

Meatlug walked up and licked the boulder, forcing Hiccup to stifle a laugh. She probably wanted to eat it. How would Fishlegs react to that?

"The extra strapped helped?" Hiccup asked.

"Definitely. Although we could probably use two or three more…"

"A little wriggling is fine. I'm trying to keep the kid in, not immobilize her," he said. Someday, Fishlegs was going to be either a great dad or a hopelessly overprotective one. "Now let's try this at Toothless' top speed-"

"Oh, I'm not sure Little Rocky would like that…"

"No, it's fine," Hiccup said. "I asked him. He'd love it."

"You can talk to rocks?" Fishlegs asked, looking amazed.

Hiccup's shoulders slumped. Really? "No! I don't even know which god cares about rocks!"

"It's probably Jord-"

A rustle in the grass behind Hiccup spared him from answering. Fishlegs gave a sudden squeak, which was the only hint Hiccup needed to guess who it was.

"Hi, Dagur," he said and then turned.

Dagur looked surprised. "How did you know it was me? Hey, look what I got!"

He stretched out his arm, holding up his prize. It was a small dead thing, dripping blood from its mutilated head. Hiccup recognized it as a rabbit. Dagur gave an open mouth smile, inordinately proud of himself.

"You killed a bunny!" Fishlegs squealed in horror.

"Yeah, I did! I got him right in the eye with my crossbow. That, my friend, is a precision shot."

"Why would you do that?" Hiccup demanded. "What is the point?"

"Hello, precision shot! This is a testament of my skill!" Dagur held up his free fist and shook it. "Plus, now I can make a tasty stew."

"Dad told you not to hunt on our island."

"Only because Stoick's paranoid and thinks I'm going to start a boar stampede- I'm not stupid, Hiccup. I would only do that on purpose," Dagur grumbled. Then, enthused again, he grinned and exclaimed, "Look, I got you meat! I told you I'm good provider."

"That's… sweet? But I don't need a provider."

"I know that. But you deserve one," he said. Then he dropped down on his knees and tickled Hiccup's belly. "And so do you, Baby Hiccup, my itsy-bitsy widdle Night Fury hatchling-to-be. Daddy Dagur's gonna make sure you have meat!"

_Itsy-bitsy? _Hiccup thought. _Try saying that to my foot!_

"I would not believe this were I not seeing it for myself," said Fishlegs.

Dagur kissed Hiccup's belly, then stood up and kissed him on the cheek. "I'm going to go kill some squirrels."

"Why?" Hiccup demanded. "Nobody wants to eat squirrel meat."

"Not for the meat- the pelts! Their tails are fluffy! I can make something for Baby Hiccup!" he chimed excitedly. "Well… I can get stuff for someone to make something for Baby Hiccup. I never got the hang of sewing."

With that he ran off, thankfully taking the dripping rabbit corpse with him.

"That was weird," Fishlegs said.

"That has been my life for the past seven months," Hiccup said. Why couldn't Dagur carry this baby? The other man would love every moment of it, even the pain- especially the pain, he seemed to like that sort of thing. "But he is kind of cute when he's in that mood. Still crazy, but cute."

"No, he's not cute. You're crazy," Fishlegs said. "You need to find something else for him to do."

"Me? Why is this my problem?"

"You brought him here. What happens when he gets tired of hunting rabbits? He's going to tear down Berk!"

_Again, why is this my problem?_ Hiccup questioned. But Fishlegs had a point. If Dagur hadn't figured out something on his own by now, he needed the help. And Hiccup's duty to Berk called upon him to address any threat, even something as mundane as a stir-crazy Berserker chief.

"Fine. I'll think of something."

Since apparently no one else would.

* * *

><p>Hiccup had some pride. He flew Toothless to the academy and let the Night Fury trot him to the door, but after that he dismounted from the saddle and made himself walk inside. He could handle that much, he told himself. He was a Viking. No proper Viking would let a little thing like pregnancy slow him down.<p>

Most Vikings were insane, he decided, and his back ached. Forget pride- when he left, he would ride Toothless out. His dragon didn't seem to mind even though Hiccup was appreciably heavier now. Still, why should Toothless suffer the extra burden? It was Dagur who ought to be carrying Hiccup everywhere.

_Dagur probably would if I asked_, he realized- a very good reason _not_ to do exactly that.

Inside Fishlegs was giving a lecture. Hiccup easily got his attention by waving. Soon, all the usual suspects were gathered around him: Snotlout, the twins, and- to his surprise- Astrid. He was glad she was there, but he hadn't expected her to join them. He quickly glanced at her face. Her mouth was set in a thin line and she looked mad, but it was a far greater-controlled anger than she had shown him last time they'd spoken.

"Hi, guys," Hiccup said. "I was wondering if you need any help around here."

"From you?" Astrid asked. "No offense, but you look like you need help staying propped up."

Snotlout stepped forward. "I might be able to assist with that-"

"Touch me and I will rip your arm out," Hiccup said flatly. "I'm not even kidding."

Confused and alarmed, Snotlout took an uncertain step back.

Hiccup continued, "I wasn't asking for me. Do you think you could find a use for… um… Dagur?"

_One… two… three…_

"What!" Astrid burst.

"He needs something to keep him busy and I thought-"

Fishlegs protested, "The only things Dagur is good at are stabbing things and destroying things and-"

"That is not true," Hiccup said. "He is an excellent cook."

"I'd like to have what he's cooking," Ruffnut said with a leer.

"So Dagur's bored," said Astrid. "This sounds like your problem, Hiccup, not ours."

"Yeah, this is not what I meant when I told you to find something to keep him busy," Fishlegs added. "What exactly do you think he would do here? Terrorize the dragons? Make the students cry?"

Answered Hiccup, "Actually, yes."

They looked at him as if he were crazy- all of them except Tuffnut who declared, "I like it!" and Ruffnut who nodded in agreement.

"You've got some insane idea and already I hate it," Astrid said.

"You still teach combat here, right? The students get used to your fighting styles. I see it in how they move. That makes it harder for you to challenge them," Hiccup said. "Well, Dagur presents a unique opportunity to throw at them something they've never seen before. And he'd be perfect for creating random hazards in obstacle courses, lifting heavy things, shoveling dung… On second thought, not that last one, I have to smell him-"

"Wait. You want us to have the students fight him?" she demanded. "He'll kill them."

"No, he won't. He's got no reason to."

"Does he do everything for a reason?"

Hiccup was fairly certain he had said something similar to Dagur once. "No, but if he has a reason he sticks to it. And he knows death or gratuitous dismemberment of any Berkian would upset me. And the fact that he's crazy is a plus."

"How so?" questioned Fishlegs. "Hiccup, you think maybe you see Dagur in a different light than the rest of us? I mean the two of you are…"

"Cozy," Astrid finished.

"Hear me out," he said, raising his hands. "Dagur's tough and he doesn't mind pain. That means the students can really go at him. That would be a valuable experience, wouldn't it?"

The five riders looked at each other.

"I think…" Snotlout began, "…that this would be awesome."

"Yeah!" Ruffnut declared. "I want to watch him run around in that tight little skirt, chopping at little kids' heads…"

"And I want to see blood," said Tuffnut.

"I want to see blood, too!" she agreed.

"Well, you guys aren't in charge. It's up to Fishlegs and me," Astrid insisted. She turned to her fellow headmaster. "Fishlegs, what do you think?"

"This is a bad idea," Fishlegs said. "He's so violent-"

"Oh, come on, what kind of Viking are you!" Snotlout shouted. "Violence is what we live for! Violence is not the answer- it's the question and the answer is yes!"

"It… might help prepare the students for what's out there," he hesitantly conceded. "But can we trust him to not dismember us?"

"He hasn't dismembered Hiccup and I assume he's had Hiccup asleep, helpless, and naked," Astrid pointed out.

"Lucky," Snotlout muttered resentfully.

"Thank you, Astrid, for that," Hiccup drawled. But wait, was she in favor of his idea?

"Well... what do you think?" Fishlegs asked her.

"I think…" She inhaled deeply, pulling herself erect as she did so. "…that thanks to this ridiculous treaty we now have, this could be our only chance to beat the snot out of Dagur. Let's do it."
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**Chapter Forty-Seven**

With a startled cry, Hiccup exclaimed, "Is that what I look like now?"

Shortly after returning to Berk, he had shoved his mirror backwards against the wall. He didn't need to see himself, he had decided. For whatever reason, Dagur had flipped it around this morning and Hiccup was jolted by his reflection.

Coming up behind him, Dagur snuck his arms under Hiccup's and nuzzled his cheek. "You look wonderful. You're so cute and powerful…"

"I look like a snake that's still digesting."

"No. You are radiant, _máni minn_."

This was really not a moment Hiccup wanted to be called "moon"; currently he was no waning crescent. He pushed his way out of Dagur's arms and grabbed the nearest sheet, a dusty blanket draped over some unfinished inventions, and threw it over the mirror.

"Ask me before you mess with my stuff. I would have said yes and it would have warned me-"

"What is this!" he heard Dagur exclaim.

Hiccup turned towards him and almost cursed. Under that sheet, he had forgotten, was something more than random gadgetry. The collection included a dummy displaying a special set of riding gear that was riddled with mechanical devices, many of them delicate. At the thought of them suffering Dagur's curious and blunt fingers, Hiccup cringed and began to insist, "No, no, don't touch-"

He heard a spring go off.

"-that," he finished, sighing.

"What is this?" Dagur repeated, running his hands over the suit. Hiccup felt panicked until he realized that Dagur had lightened his touch; the other man's fingers only brushed the leather's surface. "Is this armor for flying on Toothless? Oh, _máni minn_…" His voice deepened and he turned to give Hiccup a lascivious grin. "I have _got_ to see you wear this. You have got to put this on so I can take it off you."

"That suit is precisely calibrated and if you break anything-"

"I won't." His smile turned wicked. "I'll go slow."

His leer and sultry tone sent a rush of heat through Hiccup. "That… that sounds fun but it doesn't quite fit at the moment."

The suit's longest belt wouldn't clasp around his belly now, he realized in dismay, never mind how absurd it would be to even attempt pulling the vest on.

_I'll be little again when this is over, right?_

"Someday it will," Dagur said. He returned and softly stoked Hiccup's cheek with the back of his fingers. The desire in his eyes became softer, speaking of adoration more than want. "So, what's the trick?"

"Trick? What do you mean?"

"This is a Hiccup-thing. You always hide little surprises in your stuff. What's the secret to this one?"

It might be nice to share this, Hiccup thought. He walked over to the suit. Standing behind the dummy, he reached down and grabbed a hoop that hung off the right leg. Tugging it, he pulled free a strong, flexible triangle of cloth. He did the same with the left leg's hoop and held both up, stretching out the cloth.

"I can loop the straps around the bracers, so when I'm wearing the suit, I wouldn't be holding them in my hands like I am now and-"

"Wings," Dagur said, eyes widening in delight. "They're wings!"

"Yes." He beamed at the man, who had no idea how sweepingly he had just charmed Hiccup. The first time Hiccup had he'd shown the flaps to Astrid and to Stoick, he had had to explain them, but Dagur understood right away.

"Do they work?"

"More or less." Toothless would say less, Hiccup knew. "I did a few trial runs, but…"

Things got in the way. The work he did for Stoick, preparing him to one day take over as chief. Negotiating new issues between Vikings and dragons as they came up, and they always came up. Then Dagur had stomped onto Berk demanding a treaty, grounding Hiccup for what he had thought would be only a handful of weeks- except that Hiccup had decided to resolve the crisis by getting pregnant.

He didn't regret his life or the things that filled his time. Berk was important to him, more than anything except perhaps Toothless and now the child inside him. But he wished it was easier to balance what others needed of him with what he wanted for himself.

Dagur moved to Hiccup's side and put his hand over his, gently clasping Hiccup's fingers. "Will you show me? I want to see you fly."

Warmth pulsed through Hiccup. What he had seen in the mirror almost shamed him, but through Dagur's eyes he knew he was shining. "Someday, when the suit fits again. I promise."

They went downstairs for breakfast and then headed out for the academy. Dagur walked, Hiccup rode on Toothless' back. As they traveled, Hiccup noticed Dagur sneaking glances at him. Each time he caught the other man, Dagur blew him a kiss. Hiccup smiled, his heart dancing like a feather on the wind at Dagur's sweetness. It was funny- who would have thought they'd be doing this, anything like this, together?

"Ready for your big debut?" he asked.

"Oh, please. Facing your little students in armed combat?" Dagur gave a one-shoulder shrug. "I'll be lucky not to fall asleep. At least I'll get to converse my energy for _you_."

"Right. Because _I'm_ the wild, ravenous sex fiend."

"I have the bite marks to prove it."

When they got to the academy gate, Dagur extended his hands towards Hiccup. Hiccup accepted, thinking the other man wanted to help him out of the saddle, but instead Dagur pulled him into a cradled position and walked forward, carrying him.

"You're pretty strong," Hiccup remarked, surprised to find himself being held aloft.

"Aw, you're not heavy."

"Usually, no. But now I must weigh as much as… almost half my dad. Uh… put me down?"

Dagur didn't. He walked inside still holding Hiccup like a precious bundle- and Hiccup wondered why now and here of all places Dagur had decided to do this. He was being carried in front of his friends and all the academy students and he would be more embarrassed if he weren't exasperated.

Ruffnut and Snotlout ran straight up to them.

"Do you need a wife?" Ruffnut asked.

"Do you need a husband?" asked Snotlout.

"Hey, I'm right here," Hiccup snapped- in unexpected unison with Dagur.

Dagur looked at him in confusion. "Aren't they talking to you?"

"No. Ruffnut is talking to you. Snotlout I hope is talking to you or I will punch him. Now put me down."

Dagur lowered him carefully, making sure he had gained solid footing before letting him go.

With a scowl, Astrid approached them. "Guess you found someone to prop you up."

"It is his baby," Hiccup said. Then he raised an eyebrow, giving Dagur a mischievous look. "Unless you're still worried it's Toothless'."

"What!" Dagur burst. "You said it wasn't!"

"Oh my gods, I can't believe I had to! Why would you believe that even for a second?"

"Ugh, shut up, both of you," Astrid groaned. "Hiccup, get out of my arena. You, Dagur, come with me."

She was angry. Hiccup should have expected that. Even if she no longer wanted him, seeing him and Dagur being cuddly must be driving needles into her, the Nadder kind. Burning shamefully at his own thoughtlessness, he nodded and left. He climbed to the audience mezzanine where the rest of his friends joined him, all except Fishlegs. Hiccup hadn't seen him anywhere; either Fishlegs was in the back with the hatchlings or he'd asked Astrid to take over for the day.

"No chairs, bud. Do you mind?" he asked Toothless.

Toothless warbled negatively and lowered himself for Hiccup to climb back into his saddle. Maybe this would help Hiccup's foot ache less tonight. He only had one ankle to swell, but that was bad enough.

Below, Dagur swaggered across the arena towards a semi-circle of Astrid's students. The Berserker cut quite a figure, that was as true today as the moment he'd first jumped off his boat and driven Hiccup crazy. In admiration, Hiccup sighed- and heard the sound replicated next to him.

"Huh?" he asked, turning.

"Oh, sorry," Ruffnut said. "Don't worry. I know he's yours."

"No, he's not!" Snotlout insisted roughly. "They're not married! It's every man for himself."

_Now this is just getting dumb_, Hiccup thought. He put his hand on his hip and turned, giving a sharp look to his wannabe rival. "You know what, Snotlout? Go ahead. If you _really_ think you can compete, go ask Dagur what he'd like to do with you."

"I'm sure it's more than he can do with you right now, Mr… uh… Baby Man." Although Snotlout fumbled for the insult, Hiccup gave him credit for not simply calling him fat.

"Oh, is that what you think?" Hiccup grinned. "You don't have much imagination, do you?"

Snotlout's expression of befuddled shock was priceless.

Astrid stood in the center of the arena, facing her students, which put her back towards Hiccup. Dagur stopped a few paces behind her and tilted his head back and forth as he assessed his potential combatants. Then he gave the slight quiver that Hiccup recognized as the vibration of his laughter.

"Alright, class, what you have to understand is that the world is a rock. It's hard and it will beat you! You'll think you're on top of it, but then it smashes your face with its jagged edge!" Astrid declared. She smacked her fist against her palm.

"What is she talking about?" Hiccup asked.

"Oh, man, she's been like this ever since…" Tuffnut paused a moment. "Huh. Ever since you left, actually. But I'm sure it's a coincidence."

Astrid continued, "There's only one person you can trust to never betray you and that is your dragon. So you have to be prepared for anything."

_Oh, great_, Hiccup thought morosely._ This speech is about me._

Meanwhile, Dagur yawned as if he were bored. He turned around and puckered his lips in Hiccup's direction.

"Really?" Hiccup mouthed at him and waved for him to turn back, a command which was ignored as Dagur stuck out his tongue and wiggled it.

"Aw, can I pretend he's doing that at me?" Ruffnut asked.

"Your dragon may be loyal, but she can't always defend you. Sometimes you'll have to defend her," Astrid said. She raised her axe. "So, lesson one. The element of surprise!"

She whirled around and swung at Dagur's unguarded back.

Hiccup shouted, but it was completely unnecessary. Maybe it was a sound, or intuition, or just madness, but Dagur sensed her coming and dropped down to roll out of the way. He smacked his palm against the ground, steadying himself, and turned to face her as he drew his axe.

"Oh, is it time to dance?" he called.

"See, class?" Astrid said. "Just because the enemy is making kissy faces at some jerk doesn't mean he's not prepared!"

She ran at Dagur, screaming.

It was the fiercest battle Hiccup had seen since his skirmishes against the armada. Astrid was full of rage, Dagur was full of crazy, and the only thing that saved them from slashing each other to bits was that they were skilled enough to block and duck each other's blows. Meanwhile, Hiccup cursed himself. He should have been suspicious when Astrid had agreed so quickly to let Dagur into the academy. She wanted a chance to vent her fury at Hiccup, but since no one would condone her punching a pregnant man- even if he did deserve it- she was taking it out on his mate instead.

"Don't kill him!" Hiccup shouted. "If you kill him, his sister will kill me!"

"No, she wouldn't!" Dagur called. He threw himself backwards, flipping his body out of the way as Astrid took another swing. "Nott likes you!"

"Only when she doesn't think I'm some evil genius trying to mind control everybody!"

"Sounds about right!" Astrid yelled, launching herself in an attempt to elbow Dagur in the stomach.

Did Dagur realize that Astrid was angry and the only thing this fight was teaching the students was to be absolutely terrified of her? No, probably not. He seemed to be having a grand time, howling with laughter and cheering- crazily, at Astrid.

"Nice one! You almost took off my finger!"

"Oh, believe me, if I wanted to, it wouldn't be almost!" she shouted.

"I bet you're right! But don't, Hiccup likes my fingers. Hiccup, do you like my fingers?"

"Concentrate on the fight!" Hiccup screeched at him.

It was minutes later- for Hiccup, brutal minutes full of warbling and screaming and metal-clanging- that the sparring match ended, with Astrid kicking Dagur's leg out, causing him crumple and then sprawl backwards when he couldn't rebalance himself in time. With a roar, she thrust her axe straight into his face- and stopped it barely an inch from cleaving his head in half.

Dagur laughed. "I underestimated you! You're as crazy as I am!"

"No. I'm not!" Astrid snapped.

"If you ever want to defect, my armada will take you! I'll take you! Not that way, of course. Not my camp. But my sister-"

"Shut up and say it was a good fight!"

"In that order?"

She gave an exasperated growl and turned back to the students, who were huddled together, quivering.

"Who wants to go next?" she bellowed.
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**Chapter Forty-Eight**

"We haven't had much alone time lately, have we, bud?" Hiccup asked, scratching Toothless under his jaw. The Night Fury closed his eyes and rumbled in contentment.

He and Toothless had snuck out of the house this morning before Stoick could saddle him with a task list. He wanted a break. Once, all too long ago it seemed, a day off for him would have been anything but restful: he'd be zooming across the ocean, testing his flight suit or trying to break Toothless' speed record. But now he was tired and achy and carrying delicate cargo. Today, all he wanted was to lie in the sand and bask in the sun during one of Berk's rare warm spells.

He flopped down. Toothless turned his attention to prodding the round hump of Hiccup's belly. As if she knew a dragon was trying to sniff her, the baby kicked. Hiccup reached down to give a gentle tap in the same spot, letting her know she had been noticed.

"You're not a hiccup, are you?" he cooed. Sometimes, when she was particularly restless, she kicked enough for two. He blamed Dagur for that. No doubt there was a touch of Berserker wildness in her. "Not that I'd mind if you were a hiccup."

He felt he was uniquely suited to love something that was small and he'd known it was possible his child would be. After learning the truth about his ancestor Hamish, he suspected there were other hiccups in the family tree; he wasn't the first, only the first whose portrait didn't lie about it. But all evidence indicated this baby was taking after the other extreme found in the Haddock line. That was good- a big baby was a healthy baby- but he shuddered to think how she would be coming _out_.

That ought to be more than a month away- soon, but hardly tomorrow. He was torn between wanting to delay the torture of labor or to end the ongoing discomfort of pregnancy. He wanted to soar again and reattach his leg without help. He was happy to be having a baby, but he was aggravated by the trial of the process.

_ I signed a paper saying I'd do this again in two years. What was I thinking?_

Probably about Dagur's legs and what the man could do with what was between them, not a small creature shoving its way out of him.

He heard feet crunch against the sand, approaching him. He didn't bother sitting up. A moment later, Astrid loomed over him with her hands on her hips. He had known it wasn't Dagur from the lightness of the footsteps, but he was surprised to see it was her.

"Yes?" he asked.

"You've gotten really lazy, you know that?"

"You try lugging around a half-Berserker baby for as long as I have and we'll see how peppy you are."

"No, thanks."

Her tone was stiff, but it lacked the acridity it had held weeks ago. Getting to pummel her outrage out on Dagur was having a cathartic effect. No one was harmed by it; Hiccup felt certain Dagur remained clueless that Astrid was fueled by anything but enthusiasm for the fight.

"Has Dagur managed to beat you yet?" he asked.

"Nope. He keeps telling me I should fight his sister. He says he's never defeated her either."

"Yeah, you and Nott are the scariest people I've ever met."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"That I think either of you could take off my head if you wanted to," he said. "Don't act like it's not true."

She huffed, but she also smiled. "I hate to admit it, but Dagur isn't completely obnoxious and he's only mostly insane. He's a good sparring partner. I don't think you could beat him without a dragon."

"Hence why I have never fought him without a dragon," he replied. Except in the bedroom and Hiccup always won that fight.

Were Astrid and Dagur getting along? He hadn't expected that and he hadn't been around to witness it develop. After the first fight, he had avoided the academy since Astrid had made it clear he wasn't wanted and Dagur clear that he was a distraction.

"Are you going to get up?" she asked.

"Nope. I'm going to lie here until the baby crawls out."

"Right. Because that's how it works."

"I wish," he muttered.

"Fishlegs told me about your little project."

"Huh?" he asked. This was a sudden change in subject. "You mean the baby carrier?"

"Yeah. He was in a state because he brought home 'Little Rocky' and chunk fell off and Meatlug ate it," she said. "I think having Dagur around the academy is doing something to his nerves."

"I know Dagur apologized to him for the cage thing. Hasn't he left him alone since that?"

"Yes, but Dagur wins the Biggest Jerk of the Archipelago award every year. You can't expect everyone to be as willing as you are to forget that. I'm only doing it because I know it's a good idea for Berk, not because he deserves it."

She was? Did she mean that, she was really giving Dagur a chance? Hiccup had never thought he'd find a supporter in Astrid.

"Wow. I… I really appreciate that Astrid," he said sincerely. "I didn't expect…"

"What, that I'd make an effort?" Her voice became sharp. "I know you're smart and you're trying to do the right thing. You're worth listening to."

That was much more than he had ever expected to hear from her, even if he knew she was speaking impersonally. She might never trust him as a friend again, but they could still work together for Berk.

"I still appreciate it."

"Yeah. You should appreciate me," she said, her tone lighting a bit. It was the first time since his return that he'd heard her make a joke that wasn't nasty. Another good sign. "Anyway, it sounds like you need a new test rider for your prototypes. I'll take the job."

"What?" Her offer startled him. He sat up. "I thought you didn't want to help me with personal stuff."

"This isn't personal. It's making sure the treaty doesn't fail because little precious went splat and drowned in the ocean. Besides…" She frowned. "I want to see if I can stand being around you."

"You know you don't have to do that," he said quietly.

"I know and I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it for me. So…" She sighed and shook her head. "Cheer up? There's nothing sorrier than a sad pregnant man. I feel like I should feed you."

"Do I look like I need to be fed?"

"You, maybe. That thing attached to you, no. It's had enough."

Her feelings were mixed, that was obvious from how she whipped between agreeing with him and insulting him. To him, this seemed like a bad idea, but it was what she said she wanted and what she thought she needed, so he wouldn't deny her.

"Can you start tomorrow?" he asked.

"After I beat up your Berserker in the morning, sure."

* * *

><p>Hiccup smiled nervously and glanced back and forth at the two adjacent sides of the table. Gobber was to his left, looking skeptical. Stoick was on the right, scowling angrily. For once, Hiccup knew that glower wasn't directed at him. Its cause was Dagur, and it had only deepened as Hiccup's pregnancy had progressed. Stoick thought he was suffering- an assessment he couldn't wholly refute- and naturally blamed Dagur as the progenitor of the cause. From the way Stoick's hand occasionally twitched, Hiccup guessed he was restraining an urge to take off the Berserker's head off for it.<p>

In front of them, Dagur stood next to the fire minding the cooking pot. He hummed as he sprinkled spices into his brew, oblivious to the unease of the men watching him.

"Are you sure about this, Hiccup?" Gobber muttered.

"Yes. He's a good cook."

"But are you sure he won't try poisoning us?"

"He wouldn't poison me. But if you're worried about it, I promise to avenge your untimely demise, Gobber."

"I'd take that offer more seriously if you could see your own foot."

"I can still see my toes!"

"What, when that lad rolls you on your back and you kick them in the air?"

"Gobber!" Stoick rebuked, his face reddening.

"Stoick, you have to get over certain things and it's best if you do before Hiccup pops."

Hiccup crossed his arms and huffed. "Why is everyone making fun of my weight?"

"Because we've never been able to before and we never will again," Gobber answered. "Got to get in all the cracks now."

Said Stoick, "I do accept that certain things have happened and may even be ongoing, but that does not mean I need to hear them discussed!"

"It's reeeeeady!" Dagur sang.

He began ladling the stew into portions. Gobber gave Hiccup another dubious look, but got up to grab the bowls as Dagur filled them and he distributed them around the table.

"It looks to be the right color," Gobber said, reclaiming his chair.

Dagur didn't sit. He stood behind his place at the table, smiling hopefully as he waited for everyone to taste. Hiccup smiled back at him. He thought this was sweet of the other man- no one had asked Dagur to do this, but he had wanted to prove that he could be hospitable even though Hiccup knew he still didn't particularly like Stoick.

Gobber looked at Stoick uncertainly. Stoick set his face resolutely and nodded. They both picked up their spoons, slowly dipped them into the bowls-

"Be a little more dramatic, why don't you," Hiccup said. "It's just stew."

"It is not just stew! It's Dagur the Deranged's stew!" Gobber exclaimed. "And I don't see you touching your spoon. How do I know you're not in cahoots with him to-"

Dagur interrupted Gobber with an overly long burst of laughter and then said, "Please, if Hiccup wanted his dad dead, he would have taken my offer ten years ago-"

"What offer?" Stoick asked sharply.

"Could we eat the stew or shall we summon a war council to decide?" Hiccup asked.

Resigned, both of the older Berkians finally took a sip.

"Hmm…" said Stoick, raising his eyebrows.

Gobber's face remained suspicious. He took another spoonful. Then another. At last, he pronounced, "Alright, it's good."

Stoick didn't say anything but continued to eat, which told Hiccup that his thoughts were in agreement with Gobber's. Dagur beamed and took his seat.

"I have to say, I would not have expected this to be your hidden talent," Gobber remarked. "It certainly wasn't Oswald's."

"I decided to learn. No offense to Stoick, but Hiccup's always looked a little underfed," Dagur said.

"Well, you did a bang-up job reversing that problem."

"Gobber!" Hiccup exclaimed.

"Oh, cheer up," Gobber said encouragingly. "In a few months you'll slim down and the ladies will be all over you again."

"Again?" he questioned. "Did I miss something? I don't recall 'the ladies' ever flocking to me."

"Ah, well, that's probably because Astrid put the fear of Thor into anyone who-"

Gobber cut off as Stoick gave him a warning look.

"Huh? Crazy Axe-Girl?" Dagur asked. "What does she have to do with anything?"

"Oh…"

"Uh…"

"Nothing!" Hiccup, Gobber, and Stoick all chimed.

Dagur crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, giving a knowing smirk. "It's alright. I get it."

"Um… you do?" Hiccup asked, trying not to sound worried.

"Of course I do. I have Nott, remember? She sees herself like your sister, so she's protective. That's why she's so angry at me and keeps trying to chop my head off."

Hiccup smiled sheepishly. So Dagur did realize that Astrid was mad, although he'd horribly misattributed the cause and target of her fury.

"Yeah, that's…" He stopped. Did he really want to lie? He wanted to trust Dagur, didn't he? "Actually, she's my ex-girlfriend. And she's angry at me, not you, because I was a jerk."

Stoick gave him a startled look and his hand lowered towards his sword, as if he thought he'd need it in a moment. Gobber dropped his spoon and stared at Hiccup as if he were insane.

"Oh." Dagur blinked. Then, manically, he grinned. "In that case, I guess I ought to thank her for teaching you how to-"

Stoick sputtered and then roared, "We do not discuss such things under this roof!"

Hiccup's heart, which he hadn't realized had jumped, lowered a notch back into its proper place. Dagur had told him it wouldn't be a problem and apparently, it really wouldn't. If it was, he didn't think the other man would still be sitting politely across the table. He would have jumped up or tossed something or shouted- in fact, Hiccup was surprised he didn't at least yell a few words and then calm down. Instead, he was being a completely reasonable person.

Evidently, Hiccup thought with a smile, that wasn't incompatible with a little derangedness.

* * *

><p>"I think it was very nice what you did tonight," Hiccup told Dagur later, as they were lying together in Hiccup's bed, alone save for Toothless asleep on the other side of the room.<p>

"I thought it would please you,_ máni minn_," Dagur murmured contentedly. He kissed Hiccup's forehead.

Hiccup hummed and snuggled against Dagur's chest. Who would have guessed that he'd ever feel so warm and cozy in Dagur's arms? Once, he never would have believed it was possible for Dagur to be gentle or kind. Now, he felt privileged to be a part of the other man's moments of quietude and sweetness.

"Why do you call me that?" Hiccup asked, nuzzling his neck. "Why do you call me your moon?"

"Maybe someday I'll tell you," he said. "For now, if I can make you happy, I will."
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**Chapter Forty-Nine**

_"…you make sure Dagur knows it's his job to put his back into it_,_"_ had been Gobber's advice many months ago.

Hiccup had never had to say anything; Dagur knew his business and took great satisfaction in the accomplishment. The man certainly _was_ putting his back into it, which was a lot more than Hiccup was contributing at the moment. He felt a flush of shame for that, his current lack of capability, and for how misshapen and unappealing he felt. He looked at Dagur with envy almost as much as desire now. He had never had the other man's musculature or figure, but his own had been firm and sharp- now he was soft and round. Yet Dagur's eyes still burned with desire and the other man's touch remained as needful and hungry as it had been their first night together.

When it was over, Hiccup lay at rest atop the mess of his bed with Dagur snuggled beside him.

"Did I please you?" Dagur asked, as always.

"Probably too much," Hiccup answered breathily, amazed that in his current state Dagur continued to enjoy him. "How can you still want me?"

"How could I not want you?"

Clumsily, he kissed Hiccup's forehead. Then, after licking Hiccup's cheek, Dagur moved down to his neck and started there, greedily tugging at his skin with his lips.

_You can't still have energy_, Hiccup thought in bewilderment. Did Dagur ever tire?

Dagur moaned and slid downward. His hands wrapped around Hiccup's belly and nuzzled its generous swell.

"Hello, Baby Hiccup. Did we wake you? I'm sorry. I just really like making Daddy Hiccup feel good. You'll understand someday."

"I think I better handle 'The Talk' when it gets closer to someday," Hiccup remarked.

"What Daddy Hiccup wants, Daddy Hiccup gets," Dagur assured him.

_You are something else_, Hiccup thought. Something weird, but just a bit extraordinary- and more often than not nowadays, Hiccup found himself liking that.

* * *

><p>A week with Astrid in the saddle gave Hiccup more useful information than he had gathered in over a month with Fishlegs. She enjoyed pushing Toothless to his limit and managed to whip the boulder out of the carrier on her first flight. Hiccup amended his schematics accordingly, but he wasn't too worried. Spiraling at top speed was something he might do on his own- he <em>had<em> done on his own, well out of sight of Stoick- but he would never attempt it with a tiny passenger.

"I'm satisfied with the stress tests. Now, let's try practical application," he said. "You've got some Gronckle hatchlings at the academy. Let's get the fussiest one. I want to make sure the baby won't be able to wriggle free."

"We've got a Rumblehorn that's still small. We might be able to use her, too."

"Can we get a Rumblehorn to sit that way?" Hiccup asked.

"We'll find out! But Fishlegs isn't going to like us using the hatchlings for this. I'm sure I can beat him into agreement, but-"

"Why bother asking? You've got the same authority he does. Just take a few babies."

"You know, that attitude is going to get you into trouble someday," she said. Then she looked down at his middle. "Oh, wait. It already has."

She made jabs like that constantly now. They were unkind, but Hiccup couldn't bring himself to chide her- she still had reason to be angry with him and this outlet was milder than other options. In a strange way, it was reassuring to know that at least one person would never idolize him for what he was.

Truthfully, it wasn't just Astrid. He wasn't as isolated by his worlds as he'd feared. He still had Stoick and Gobber and his friends, who treated him mostly the same- except Snotlout, but Hiccup had learned long ago the utter futility of caring what Snotlout thought. And Dagur… well, Dagur had hinted more than once he believed Hiccup had magic, but Hiccup was confident that was a very small part of what Dagur saw in him. And then there was Nott, who had learned of his worlds almost as soon as she had met him, yet hadn't hesitated to let Hiccup know when she thought he was full of it. There were still people he could trust to be honest with him and to see him for _Hiccup_- whether or not Hiccup was someone they thought of kindly.

They chose out their test subjects and brought them to the hill. Astrid took them up one at a time while Hiccup minded the rest of the hatchlings on the ground. He used dragon nip to keep them in line, but being pregnant helped, too. Even as babies, the dragons were attracted to his smell and wanted to nuzzle his belly. It was ridiculous how easily he acquired a flying entourage whenever he left the house. Although by now he'd told most of Berk's dragons to back off, there were always newcomers vying to give him affection.

What kind of dragon would his child choose? He wished he could give her a Night Fury. No, he corrected himself, he wished he could give her the _option_ of a Night Fury. He didn't want her to select a lifelong companion based on his expectations. He would teach her everything he knew about all species, so that she would be able to make the best choice for herself- or so that she would know what to do when the right dragon came along and picked her.

Feeling warm, he smiled and hugged his belly. Soon, very soon, his child would come into the world and he was excited. There was so much he wanted to share with her that he hardly knew where to begin.

After a few more days of testing, Hiccup declared, "Okay, I think we're done."

"You mean this is the one, the final design?" Astrid asked. "You're going to put your baby in this?"

"I might have to make some adjustments for her measurements, but yes."

"Then there's one more test I want to try," she said. "Tomorrow?"

He nodded, seeing no harm in another trial run. "Tomorrow."

They met on the same hillside the next day. Hiccup brought Toothless. Astrid brought something small and squirming in her arms. As she approached, he gaped.

"What is that?" he demanded.

"Oh, this?" She held it out to him and it gurgled, spitting a bubble. "This is a baby."

"Where- where did you get a baby?"

Batting her eyelashes, she asked, "Where do you think?"

"I know that's not the case. Tell me you did not kidnap a baby."

"Of course not. It's my cousin's."

"And you're going to strap this into the prototype and fly around?"

"I thought it was a finalized design."

"It was until I realized you intend to put a real live baby in it!" he exclaimed, flinging out his hands. "What if it falls out? I can't replace it!"

"Well, technically, if you were willing to get cozy with my cousin-"

"Very funny," he said. Good thing Dagur wasn't around to hear _that_ suggestion. "How did you get him to agree to this?"

She smiled brightly and answered, "I told him you would bless his kid."

Was she trying to aggravate him? Astrid knew exactly how he felt about this matter. Scowling, he replied, "You know I don't do that."

"Well, today you do," she responded easily, undaunted and unconcerned.

"No."

"He's doing you a favor."

"I don't care."

"Hiccup, bless the baby!" she snapped.

He ought to be offended by this. Astrid's insistence was thoroughly disrespectful- and technically sacrilegious, which was ironic given Hiccup's lack of belief in such a thing- but he felt too annoyed to even want to fight. She wanted a blessing? Fine, he'd give one appropriate to the situation. Exasperated, he held out his hand and mumbled quickly, "Oh gods, help this child, for it is in the arms of a crazy woman. There, happy?"

"It'll do."

Hiccup sat down and tried to shake off his irritation. Intellectually, he knew Astrid was right. The baby seat had been tested thoroughly and her cousin's child would be safe strapped into it, and it was a good idea to do at least one trial run with a human instead of a rock or reptile. Still, he winced and hunched his shoulders as Astrid, Toothless, and the baby took off into the air. A sense of paranoia told him that at any moment, he would see a very tiny Berkian go spiraling and then splat on the ground. But it didn't happen and ten minutes later, the Night Fury and both passengers landed safely.

"There," Astrid said, dismounting from Toothless. Unhooking the seat's fasteners, she pulled out the baby and jiggled it. It laughed. "That was fun, wasn't it? Hiccup, you want to hold the baby?"

He waved his hand. With how she had needled him prior to flight, he fully expected the baby to come with a nasty surprise, like a reeking diaper. "No, thanks. It's usually not a good idea."

With a skeptical look, she said, "In case you haven't noticed, you're pregnant. You need to get used to holding babies."

And with that, she forced it into his arms. Hiccup sighed and held it up gingerly. It drooled. Feeling awkward, he mimicked Astrid's action and bounced it gently.

"Hey there, little fellow. How'd you like riding on a-"

The baby threw up on his shirt. Astrid laughed.

"See! This is why I did not want to hold it!" he declared, thrusting it back at her. She took the baby from his hands. "This is what always happens. Babies look at me and puke!"

"I can't wait to see you with your own kid," she said. "It's going to be sweet revenge."

"No. My baby is not going to throw up on me. Dagur promised. And if she does, it'll be _my_ baby's puke. Not someone else's problem that decided to give its own mommy and daddy a break."

They walked back to Hiccup's house, Astrid carrying the baby, who cooed sweetly for her. Hiccup had the irrational sense it was mocking him. Once home, he intended to change his shirt and then take a nap. It was almost noon, which meant at any moment Dagur would return and try coaxing him into taking his pants off. Some days Hiccup said no and they snuggled instead. This would probably be one of them. He was tired almost all the time now.

As they neared the house, Toothless darted ahead of them, running towards the back. He stopped halfway, turned around, and started thumping his tail expectantly.

"I think he wants to show us something," Hiccup said.

Astrid shrugged. "Fine by me. I just want to get this little guy home before he poops. Hey, Hiccup, have you learned how to change a diaper yet?"

"Stop rubbing it in, Astrid."

Toothless led them behind the house. Dug into the ground was a small pit surrounded by a short, raised dirt wall. Curious, Hiccup looked inside. There was only grass.

"Oh my gods," Astrid uttered and started laughing.

"I don't get it," he said. He looked at Toothless for a clue. The Night Fury glanced at the pit and then back at Hiccup. "You want me to get in it? Why?"

"Hiccup, it's a nest!" Astrid said. "Toothless built you a-"

She stopped, shaking too hard from laughter to continue.

"Oh," he groaned, realizing she was right. "Toothless. Why? Bud, I'm not a dragon. It doesn't work that way."

Whether or not Toothless fully understood Hiccup's words, he recognized his tone of rejection. Disappointed, the Night Fury lowered his snout and whined sadly.

"Aww, Hiccup! You're hurting his feelings!" Astrid complained.

He sighed. "I appreciate the thought, but-"

"Then get in the nest."

Giving a start, he asked, "What?"

"Toothless doesn't understand 'I appreciate the thought'. Show him! Get in the nest!"

_Why do I suspect you don't really care about Toothless' feelings and you just want me to do something embarrassing?_ Yet the Night Fury's dejection was obvious. For whatever reason, this gesture meant a lot to Toothless. He might have completely the wrong idea of his human's needs, but he had meant something sweet and Hiccup didn't want to ignore that.

"Fine," he sighed. He stepped over the wall and stood in the center of the pit. "Toothless… Toothless, look! I'm in the nest. It's very nice. Thank you."

Toothless raised his eyes. His gaze looked a bit less melancholy and he gave a tentative warble, as if to ask, "Really?"

"Okay," Astrid said, "now you need to sit."

"Oh, what?" Hiccup groaned.

"How can Toothless believe you unless you use the nest?"

"You know what I think? I think you want me to look stupid so you can laugh at me. Not on your life am I-"

He had not at all expected that Toothless would jump into the nest with him. The Night Fury coiled around him, bumping into his legs from behind and unbalancing him. Hiccup dropped, his bottom landing against Toothless. He slid slowly and unstoppably until he was on his butt in the dirt with his legs splayed out.

Astrid burst out laughing.

"Stop that!" he snapped. "Help me up."

"Can't you get up yourself?"

"Not easily!" he retorted, hating to admit that. He'd become so ungainly and his legs were in the wrong position to give him much leverage. Getting up meant several moments of awkwardly grappling against Toothless- absolutely useless Toothless, who had knocked him over in the first place and instead of giving apology was nuzzling his belly. The Night Fury seemed fully content with Hiccup's predicament.

"Okay, okay, just give me a moment," she said. "I want to fix this image in my mind."

"Oh, take your time. Draw a picture!"

Then, because his humiliation was apparently incomplete, he heard another voice shouting his name. It was Dagur, probably wondering why Hiccup wasn't inside the house waiting to be grabbed and undressed.

"Quick," he said urgently. "Help me up before-"

"We're back here, Dagur!" Astrid yelled.

"I hate you."

A moment later, Dagur appeared around the side of the house and came charging towards them. He stopped short as he saw Hiccup. The Berserker bent over, gaping at him.

"Is it time?" Dagur asked excitedly. "Is the baby coming?"

"What? No! Why would you think that?" Hiccup demanded.

"You're in a nest," he answered, looking confused.

"Why is that logical to you!"

Of course, Astrid started laughing again. Hiccup hoped she burst.

"Hiccup," Dagur said soberly, "I'd feel much more comfortable if you would nest inside the house."

"I am not nesting!"

"But you're in a nest. I'll build you another one! I'll make it out of yak pelts and sheepskin- unless you prefer dirt? I can do dirt, too."

Toothless, sensing his territory being intruded upon, growled at him. Dagur growled back.

"No, my egg! Not yours, mine! Hiccup, tell him it's my egg."

"Will you shut up and get me out of this thing?" Hiccup snapped.

Dagur gave Hiccup his hand. Once Hiccup had managed to rise part way, Dagur put his other arm behind his back and pulled him out. The Berserker held Hiccup steady against him, rubbing his shoulders.

"So, the baby isn't coming?"

"No," Hiccup repeated, irritated.

"Oh. How do you feel?"

How did he feel? After the past few minutes of complete discomfort and embarrassment, Hiccup felt like screaming. "My foot hurts. My back hurts. I'm tried. I ache all over. Someone else's baby threw up on me and I am fat! I hate being pregnant!"

That declaration burned up the last of his energy. He slumped against Dagur, moaning, feeling weak and miserable.

"Oh, oh…" Dagur whispered. He hugged Hiccup, drawing him more tightly to him, and rubbed his back. "I bet I can make you feel better."

"Can you carry this baby for me?" Hiccup snapped.

"No, but I can carry you. And I can reach a few places you can't…"

Dagur scooped him up, the same way as when he had carried Hiccup into the academy. He felt embarrassed, but relieved for the immediate lifting of pressure off his own legs. Dagur smiled down at him warmly and he realized it wasn't that the other man was so certain he could make Hiccup feel better, it was that he earnestly wanted to try.

"I guess," Hiccup murmured.

"Let's go inside and then we can do whatever you want."

"Okay." That might be nice. At the least, he could have a clean shirt and a nap.

As Dagur carried him away, he caught a final glimpse of Astrid. She whipped her head away from him as they made eye contact, but not before he saw the look of pain on her face.
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**Chapter Fifty**

"I don't understand. You're leaving?" Hiccup asked.

He slumped in his chair and looked down at his hands. This was his fault- so he should be the one to commit a penance for it. But someone else had decided to bear the consequences and as unfair as that was, it was necessary. He had understood that immediately.

_Isn't there anything I can do?_

"You make it sound like I'm never coming back," Astrid said. She sat across from him, on the other side of his father's dining table, with her arms crossed and her eyes on the cup Hiccup had offered her, which she hadn't touched. Easier to look at that- to look at anything else- but him, he supposed. "Dagur asked if I would be willing to help out with the new academy, so I'm going to Berserker Island. In a way, I'm helping your work."

"This is so weird," he couldn't stop himself from saying.

He had had the same idea awhile ago, that someone from the Berk academy should go to their new sister school, but he'd let it drop when it had become clear that he shouldn't bother trying to convince Fishlegs. He had thought he would never be able to approach Astrid with the suggestion. And he hadn't thought of mentioning it to Dagur. That was a callous oversight on his part; he knew better now. His future wasn't masterminding the fate of both islands, but working with Dagur for peace.

Astrid replied, "I know it is. I never thought I'd be doing him a favor. But the reason I'm going… I'm sure you've guessed."

"You can't. You shouldn't leave Berk because of me! This is your home. I have no right to chase you from it."

"Maybe it's because of you, but it's not _for_ you. I'm doing this for me," she insisted. Her eyes darted up to his face and she looked at him fiercely. "I thought I could force myself to like you again. I mean, why not? I have to someday. You're my future chief. But then I saw Dagur hold you and-"

She jerked her head away.

"Astrid…" he began.

"No! Shut up. I don't want you anymore. But seeing you with him, it reminds me of everything I thought I'd have and I'm not ready! I need more time." Abruptly, she shoved her chair back, pushing herself out of it. "I want to not hate you and that has nothing to do with you! I don't want to live carrying around that poison! So, yes, I'm going and I don't know when I'll be back and don't ask anything else!"

He felt there should be something he could say, words that would somehow ease and not offend her. He wanted something to say. He wanted something he could do, a way to mend the break or dissolve her hurt- a way to answer for the pain he had created. That was what would be fair. None of this was fair to Astrid.

But the only thing he could do, the only act that came closest to kindness, was to get out of her way and let her take her own journey.

"I won't," he promised.

It was the last thing either of them said before she left his house.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's thoughts were restless that evening. Astrid was only a part of it. He had lost her, but he had already known that. He wanted her to be happy- with or without him in her life didn't matter- and he would blame himself if that didn't happen. While in hindsight it was clear to him they had never been meant to be, a kinder ending to their relationship would have been possible had he been less thoughtless, less selfish.<p>

Wasn't there another he was now treating the same way?

He sat on his bed and pressed his hands against his belly as he felt the baby shift inside him. His child- Dagur's child. Soon she would come into the world and for him, that would be a beginning. Yet for Dagur, it was an ending.

_I just want everyone to be happy._

What a mess he'd made. Part of him insisted there was no way he could have predicted this, that he would ever care what Dagur felt; indeed, in the beginning, he insistently had not cared. The rantings and delusions of a madman were nothing to be weighed against the greater good. He had accepted that stance because he had thought the worst of Dagur; he had never imagined the best.

Maybe his size wasn't the only reason that right now he did not want to look in the mirror.

He heard noise downstairs. Straightening himself, he forced a smile on his face, twitching his lips until it felt natural. A moment later Dagur bounded up the stairs, Toothless following.

"Had a good flight?" Hiccup asked.

"No. Your crazy dragon tried to drop me into the ocean!" Dagur exclaimed.

Toothless gave the Berserker a derisive look and leap onto his bed. He turned about until he was in his usual resting position and then blinked at Hiccup, emphasizing that either Dagur was exaggerating or had no real reason to complain.

Hiccup laughed. "I doubt there was any 'try' about it. If he wanted you in the ocean, you would be. He was just playing. Weren't you, bud?"

"You always take his side."

"That's because I know him and I know you." Hiccup eased himself farther back onto the bed and lifted his left leg. "Do you mind?"

Gently, Dagur removed the metal prosthetic and set it against the wall within Hiccup's arm reach. He rubbed the skin above the nub and then placed a kiss upon it.

Hiccup lay down and watched Dagur undress. The show was less appreciated by Toothless, who made a point of snorting and shutting his eyes as the other man removed everything but his pants. As the last part of his nightly routine, Dagur leaned over to kiss Hiccup's belly and then coo at it.

"Goodnight, Baby Hiccup. Are you all snug and cozy inside Daddy Hiccup? I bet you are. Yeah, I bet you like being inside Daddy Hiccup. It's okay, I understand. I like being inside Daddy Hiccup, too."

"Oh, hey, no innuendos in front of the kid," Hiccup insisted, startled and a bit disturbed. "Especially not _to_ the kid."

Dagur nibbled his skin and then looked up at him with a grin. "Does Daddy Hiccup need a Skrill ride?"

_You're so weird_, Hiccup thought, shaking his head. "Yeah, let's go over the reasons that's not going to happen right now."

"Ugh, your father? Just once I wanted to hear Stoick shout that we're making too much noise," Dagur griped. "But I suppose you need your rest anyway, _máni minn_. I can wait."

He doused the candlelight and lay down in the bed, pulling the sheets over both of them. Hiccup murmured happily as Dagur then took him in his arms and drew him close.

"It's going to be soon, isn't it?" Dagur said.

"What is? You mean the baby?" Hiccup asked. "Yes. It should be."

"When that happens, I'll have to leave."

Hiccup curled his fingers. In the dark, he didn't think Dagur could see him flinch. Yes, of course the other man couldn't stay forever. He was chief of his own tribe; only for the terms of the kinship exchange, which gave his presence on Berk symbolic meaning, was it acceptable he had been away from his island for so long.

_Would I want him to stay forever?_

"I'll miss you," Hiccup said quietly.

How had he come to live in a world where that was true?

"And I will miss you, _máni minn_," Dagur said. His hand slid down Hiccup's back, a tender stroke. "You and Baby Hiccup."

_I know_, Hiccup thought, squeezing his eyes shut. What would Dagur think if he noticed him start to tear? Probably another, unintended lie. He didn't want Dagur to stay, of course not. He had gotten used to the other man's presence and who wouldn't want to feel loved, to know another's such ardent devotion to them? But it was all take on Hiccup's side, with nothing of himself offered in return. When they parted, the real loss would be Dagur's. The child they both anticipated, that Dagur had made no secret he already cherished and adored, would stay in Hiccup's arms. Dagur would have to leave her behind.

In two years, it would be flipped. Dagur would come back to Berk, they'd start again, and eventually he'd bring Hiccup to Berserker Island for the birth of their second child…

With sudden panic, Hiccup's hands dropped to clutch at his belly.

_I can't!_

Oh gods, what had he agreed to? Almost a year ago, he'd signed that he promised- _promised!_- to give away his own child. He had accepted it not only because he believed it necessary, but also because it hadn't been real to him. A child, any child, had been hypothetical. He could have tried to give the idea some weight, but he hadn't, knowing that would make commitment more difficult. And he had been right. If he had known then what this felt like, the love and wonder of anticipating a baby, he didn't think he could have signed- much less proposed- a kinship exchange. Then he had thought he could harden his heart once it was Dagur's heir inside him, but he no longer believed that. With that baby, a piece of him would be ripped away.

Dagur faced the same cruel inevitability in only a few weeks.

_"It's a mutual sacrifice,"_ Hiccup had told Stoick.

He would have to go through with it. There was no way out, not unless he wanted to break the contract and start a war. Looking back, he still saw no other way he could have peaceably resolved this issue. Even if he had trusted Dagur's intentions- and at that time he had had no way of knowing he could- he could not have made anyone else believe in them.

So why couldn't he shake the feeling this had been a terrible mistake?

_We have peace. Both our islands have dragons, we're becoming true allies, and I can count on Dagur to help me in the future. How can I regret this?_

"_Máni minn_?" Dagur's voice was tentative, as if he could sense Hiccup's apprehension. But, of course he could. Hiccup was in his arms; he must feel the tension in his body.

"I'm sorry," Hiccup whispered. "I'm so sorry to put you through this."

"Me? You haven't put me through anything. I'm lucky you didn't turn your back on me. I can't believe I ever thought…" Dagur stopped. "I will be fine. Better than fine. If I can make you happy, I will."

_What does that mean?_ Hiccup questioned. How many times had Dagur said that to him? Often, almost every day, and Hiccup suspected that as sweet as the words might be at face value, they were code for something, like "_máni minn_" surely was as well. _Why am I your moon?_

Astrid was right. Manipulating Dagur, under any circumstances and regardless of the man's complicity, was cruel and unfair. But there would be justice. The snare Hiccup had used on Dagur trapped himself as well. In a few years, he would pay the price for his crime.
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**Chapter Fifty-One**

With Astrid gone, Dagur took over combat training at the academy. Hiccup questioned the wisdom of this- he expected the students to learn more about personal lung capacity than anything else as they ran away screaming- but it would only be for a few weeks at most.

_And then he's leaving_, Hiccup thought, feeling torn. He was ready to have this baby out- he felt like a Thunderdrum about to erupt- but was he ready to send Dagur away? _I never thought I would feel this way._

The baby would be born, Dagur would go. They'd see each other again during the annual visit, on Berserker Island this time, which would doubtless be a much more pleasant affair than Oswald's visits to Berk had been. They might even see each other sooner than that. Then in two years Dagur would come to Berk, there would be another baby, and then…

And then what?

What did Hiccup want? What else was there to want?

He sighed, wondering if his discontentment held any meaning. If there was nothing else, then all he could do was set this feeling aside.

He sat on Toothless, the dragon pacing the audience mezzanine of the academy. Amazingly, Toothless still had no complaints about hauling him around all day. Dagur claimed he looked majestic on the Night Fury's back, but Dagur was half-demented and Hiccup knew that he really looked pathetic. But it was hard to care much about appearances when his foot and knees by far appreciated the relief.

In the arena below, Dagur was chucking axes at the students. An assistant gathered up the ones he'd already tossed and returned them to his barrel, effectively giving him an endless supply. Hiccup wondered if he should interfere, but supposed this counted as hands-on training. After all, it wasn't as if Gobber hadn't done exactly the same thing trying teach Hiccup and his friends to be dragon-slayers, and Hiccup could tell Dagur was being careful- at least as careful as he ever was. He didn't throw the axes directly at anybody and he waited a few seconds for students who had lost their shields to retrieve them before hurling warning shots.

Suddenly, Hiccup felt a powerful shift inside him. He inhaled sharply and placed a steadying hand on his belly. The sensation passed as abruptly as it had occurred.

"Are you getting restless?" he murmured. "Can't be that much room for you in there. Sorry, baby. You'll be a hatchling soon."

He returned his attention to the arena. Would any of these students eventually become teachers here, he wondered. Would they one day teach his child? He smiled to himself. It would be hard to resist giving his kid an unfair advantage over the others in her class- in fact, it would be impossible as she grew up riding with him on Toothless and accompanying them on their adventures. Well, was it such a bad thing for a future chief to have an edge?

Then, he felt it. Not a shift this time, but a ripple, pulsing through him. Startled, he clenched the edge of Toothless' saddle as he bent over.

_Oh no. No, no…_

Breathe, he ordered himself and did. No reason to panic. And more importantly, no reason to _not_ want this to happen. But one twinge might not mean anything. It could be a false start and he wasn't going to embarrass himself by sending the entire academy into a panic and then have nothing come of it. He petted Toothless to reassure the dragon. Toothless turned his head up to give him a concerned look, but continued pacing.

The lesson ended, the students collecting the remaining axes and returning them to the barrel next to Dagur. Some of the Berserker's personality must be rubbing off on Hiccup, because he chuckled seeing how nervously the kids eyed Dagur as they dropped off the weapons. Dagur, of course, looked proud of himself, with his hands on his hips and his head tilted upward. He was ridiculous, too, Hiccup thought. The mighty Dagur the Deranged, terrorizing children in the name of education.

The second twinge startled him as much as the first had. He doubled over again and Toothless reacted, barreling down the stairs from the mezzanine. Hiccup grabbed the edge of the saddle and shouted for Toothless to slow down, that the Night Fury was being dramatic. Toothless ignored him, running into the arena and straight for Dagur. He warbled out a warning cry.

"Hiccup!" Dagur exclaimed, reaching out to pick him up. "What's wrong-"

Hiccup waved his hands away. "I'm fine. Toothless is overreacting. But, uh, just in case… would you get Gobber? And my dad? Actually, never mind, just Gobber. Dad is going to lose it when-"

Dagur's eyes widened. He zipped out of the arena at the fastest Hiccup had ever seen him run.

* * *

><p>Hiccup lost track of time. It felt like hours since Dagur had left him, although he knew it couldn't have been that long. He probably should have told the other man to take Toothless, but he was grateful to have his dragon with him. The ripples were coming faster- not fast, but faster, and he couldn't decide if he wanted them to hurry up or stop. He had staggered into one of the pens and now lay with his back against the wall, one arm wrapped around Toothless and the other clutching his belly as he tried to fight back his anxiety.<p>

_Breathe_, he reminded himself. Intellectually, he knew there wasn't a reason to panic, but he couldn't make himself latch onto that dispassionate perspective. The baby was coming and he knew that once things really got started, it was going to _hurt_.

Finally, he heard Gobber's voice call out, "Where is he? Hiccup, where are you?"

"In here!" Hiccup shouted.

Toothless roared in acknowledgement as well.

Gobber entered the pen, Dagur and Stoick fast behind him. Hiccup gave them an uneasy smile.

"Uh… I think it's time."

Stoick glanced over Hiccup and something in his eyes snapped.

"This is all your fault!" he bellowed, whirling upon Dagur and slamming the other man against the wall. "You did this to my baby boy!"

Oh, great. Hiccup knew Stoick had been simmering with rage over this for months- now, his father pounced on his last very chance to roar about it. He expected Dagur to snap back with something embarrassing and inappropriate about Hiccup asking for it. But instead, the Berserker started wailing.

"I knoooooooow!" he moaned, anguished. "My precious Hiccup and I did this to him and now he's in pain and I'm a terrible person! Waaaaaaugh!"

"Are you crying?" Hiccup demanded. "I'm going into labor and _you're_ crying? I'm going to kill you!"

"You should! I'm so sorry, I didn't think, I wanted your babies so much, and aaaaauuuugh-"

"Oh, for the love of…" Gobber muttered. "Stoick, slap him."

"It will be my pleasure," Stoick answered.

He backhanded Dagur across the face. Dagur's head snapped to the side and he blinked.

"Thanks. I needed that."

"Oh, any time. Don't hesitate to ask."

"If you two are going to stay here, you're going to do exactly what I say and remember that the only person allowed to scream is Hiccup," Gobber warned them. He turned to Hiccup and gave him an encouraging smile. "The screaming thing is a misconception, by the way. Most of the time. Ah, not to be indelicate, but I need to take a look."

"It's fine. I don't care," Hiccup said.

Off came his pants and then he squatted awkwardly, Stoick and Dagur supporting him, so that Gobber could stick his head under him.

Gobber came back up and announced, "You're not ready."

"What?" he gasped and Toothless growled.

"Oh, it is happening and it is now, but you're not ready to start. We should have enough time to get you back to the house."

"Should?" Hiccup's voice hit a pitch he usually tried to avoid. "What does that mean? I could end up giving birth at the docks? On the road?"

"No. Well… I mean, it's possible, but it's not likely-"

"No! I'm staying here."

Gobber gave him a patient look. "Hiccup, there really is enough time-"

He shook his head. "There won't be. Not with my luck."

"I don't know why you think your luck is so bad when you ride a Night Fury-"

"I'm not moving!"

Gobber sighed. "Alright then. If you want to give birth in a dragon pit, that's your prerogative." He looked at Stoick and Dagur. "Settle in. It'll be awhile." Then he turned back to Hiccup. "You've got a battle ahead, so you might as well pray. Now would be a great time to get chummy with Frigg."

* * *

><p>"Alright. It's time."<p>

Hiccup squatted while Stoick and Dagur took turns supporting him. Every time Gobber told him to push, he bit back a curse. Toothless tried to help, but the dragon's idea of that was to try sticking his head between Hiccup's legs, as if he intended to catch the baby as it came out. He was shooed away.

"The most bloody battle you've ever fought, worse than getting your limb cut off." That was how Gobber had described it. But he'd failed to mention it was also the longest battle Hiccup had ever fought. It seemed to go on forever and all while he felt like he was going to break from the strain of pushing out something so large it had no business ever being inside him in the first place.

"You're doing well, son," said Stoick.

"Hiccup…" Dagur squeezed his hand.

He did not feel well. He felt like he was going to collapse.

At last, he felt something release and then it became easier. He almost cried in relief. Minutes later, he heard a small noise and then Gobber say, "It's a girl! A girl for Berk! Well, as far as we know. Could turn out to be a boy."

Yes, that was true. That was how Hiccup had started. He gave a laugh that would have sounded stronger and happier if he didn't feel so drained and anxious. Something was wrong. It should be over, but his muscles still felt tense and the pressure inside him hadn't alleviated.

"Gobber… something's not right…"

"Don't panic. There still the afterbirth…" Gobber's head disappeared under Hiccup again. "Oh! Hello there."

_Hello there?_

"Gobber?" Hiccup squeaked.

"There's another one!"

Hiccup's thoughts crashed and for a second his brain froze.

Another one? Another what-

Oh, gods, another _baby_. This whole time, he thought he'd been strained by the weight of one large child- instead, he had been carrying around two.

"Twins!" he heard Dagur squeal happily. "It's twins!"

"This is the first set in our family," Stoick said, sounding stunned.

"Mine, too! Oh, Hiccup, you're amazing-"

Hiccup shrieked. This was unbelievable, unconscionable, and absolutely intolerable. He'd just endured the wrenching agony of shoving one baby out of him and now it was go time _again_?

And he knew exactly whose fault that was.

"Gobber!" he roared. "This is your doing- you gave me those stupid fertility herbs!"

"They're really effective, aren't they?" Gobber chimed. Then, abruptly, his eyes darted to Stoick and Dagur with uncertainty. "Uh… I know this isn't the best time to bring this up, but this complicates things with the kinship exchange. Technically, the second one is supposed to be conceived here and born on-"

"It doesn't matter," Dagur interrupted. "The Berserker Tribe recognizes this heir."

"And Berk agrees," said Stoick.

_Wait, what?_ Hiccup questioned. What had just happened?

He didn't have time to wonder, because Gobber shouted at him, "Push!"

Hiccup did his best impression of the Screaming Death.

* * *

><p>The second child was a boy.<p>

Hiccup felt too exhausted to care about anything besides that it was over. His body shook from weakness. He felt hands reach for him, bracing him, and then Stoick's rough voice insisted, "No! Whatever you've done to him, he's still mine."

His father lifted him up into his arms, cradling him. He felt small again, and frail, his strength evaporated.

"I'll take another Red Death, please," he croaked, attempting to smile. That would have been better than this. The most bloody battle he had ever fought indeed.

"You did well, son," Stoick said. "Now you can rest."

He closed his eyes as Stoick carried him home, dimly aware that behind them, Dagur held their children in his arms.
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**Chapter Fifty-Two**

Hiccup awoke in his bed, still tired but no longer bone-weary. He found Toothless beside him, watching anxiously. The Night Fury's head perked as Hiccup roused. He looked at him happily and nuzzled him.

"Hey, bud," Hiccup said, petting him. "Thanks for being there."

Toothless gave a happy yowl.

Hiccup felt weak, but he thought he could stand. With Toothless' help, he managed to rise from the bed and approach the stairs. He heard laughter coming from below, a booming ring, and almost cried from the strange joy that burst upon him. That sound was Stoick. When was the last time he had heard his father laugh?

_It's alright. Everything's alright_, he thought.

At last.

Carefully, moving slowly, he made his way down the stairs. Around the fire, he saw Stoick, Dagur, and Gobber sitting. His father and the Berserker chief each had a baby in their arms.

"Wow! Did you feel his grip?" Dagur asked. "This one will be wrestling yaks soon!"

"You know, Hiccup had a strong hold when he was wee," Stoick said. "But he was small, so I worried."

"Aye, that lad's always had hidden strength," Gobber added. "Still, can you believe these monsters came out of him?"

Laughing again, Stoick shook his head. "No, I can't. I really can't!"

Hiccup smiled. This scene was undeniably sweet, the three most important men in his life cooing over his babies.

_My babies!_ he thought with a start. He had children, he was a father now. And two at once- he'd never expected that. His mind went awhirl thinking of it.

His metal leg tapped against the floor and the other men looked up at the sound. Stoick smiled at him warmly.

"Ah, you're awake! How are you feeling, son?"

"Like a Rumblehorn and twelve Gronckles just ran over me, but that's better than before," he said. "I am never going through that again."

"You don't have to. You got it all done on the first try!" Gobber said cheerily.

Dagur stood up and handed his baby to Stoick. He walked to Hiccup's side and wrapped his arm around him.

"_Máni minn_," he murmured, too low for Stoick or Gobber to catch the name. "You never stop amazing me. Come meet your children."

He guided Hiccup to a chair and knelt beside it as Hiccup sat. Then Stoick placed both babies in Hiccup's arms.

They seemed somehow both big and small at the same time- larger than Hiccup had expected they would be and yet still so little. The girl's hair was darker than her brother's, who had Dagur's more reddish hue, but both of them had brilliant green eyes. That didn't surprise Hiccup. It was one trait he and Dagur shared, either by a chance or a common ancestor far back, generations ago.

These were his children and his heart felt full and warm as he held them. Beautiful children and he would give them a beautiful future in this amazing world.

Toothless trotted up to him and started sniffing the babies. They looked at the Night Fury unafraid, as if they already knew him.

Hiccup laughed. "Yeah, I guess you're a father now, too. How do you like the sound of that, Dragon-Dad?"

Toothless gave Hiccup one of his endearing, malformed smiles. Then, tenderly, he rubbed each baby's head with the very tip of his nose, purring at them. It was a bit more than a "hello" Hiccup thought. Perhaps "I love you"?

"They look like you," Dagur cooed happily, which wasn't exactly true. The boy had Hiccup's round eyes, but the girl's were almond-shaped like Dagur's.

"What are we going to name them?" Hiccup asked.

"Oh, I already took care of that," Dagur said. He pointed at the girl. "Fury." Then at the boy. "Skrill."

Hiccup's dizzy sense of happiness dropped a notch. Disbelieving, he glared at Dagur and demanded, "You named our children without consulting me, and you named them 'Fury' and 'Skrill'? Fury and _Skrill_?"

Toothless warbled that he didn't see the problem.

"They are fierce names! Trolls will run screaming from them!" Dagur declared. "And your father likes them."

"My father named _me_ 'Hiccup'! I think it should be clear my father has no business naming anything!"

"What's wrong with Fury and Skrill?" Stoick interjected, adding his voice to the argument. "They're strong, warrior names. And don't tell me you weren't planning to name them after dragons yourself."

"I… well, I was considering something like that…" He sighed. He liked to believe he would have come up with something more elegant for names- liked to, because at the moment he couldn't think of anything. "Fine. Fury and Skrill it is."

Dagur beamed. His smile, no matter how sunny or joyous it was, shouldn't have dissipated Hiccup's irritation, but somehow it did and he found himself happy that the other man was happy. They really weren't terrible names. He supposed they were fitting for the children whose lives had come from the newly-forged peace between Berserker and Berk- and they were fitting because they were _his_ children, who would carry on his legacy of friendship with dragons.

* * *

><p>As they were newborns, Fury and Skrill didn't do much other than fuss when they needed something, and there were many hands eager to cradle and soothe them. Hiccup walked into the nursery to find Stoick gently rocking both babies in his arms, quietly singing in his rich baritone. The tune Hiccup did not recognize, yet the notes resonated within him with a deep sense of familiarity. Had he heard this before- had Stoick sung to him when he had been small?<p>

"…with ne'er a fear of drowning… and gladly ride the waves of life… hum hum hum hum hum… my dearest one, my darling…"

_I do know this song_, Hiccup thought, overcome by a melancholy he did not understand. Suddenly aware this was a private moment for Stoick, he silently retreated, leaving his father and carrying away a strange, hazy sense of memory.

Several hours later, it was Dagur who responded to a mewl of distress. To answer a question that Astrid had once posed, no, Hiccup did not know how to change a diaper. He watched in attention and surprise as Dagur demonstrated for him, deftly and delicately handling Fury in the process.

"How do you know how to do that?" Hiccup asked. He never would have placed it on Dagur's list of skills.

Said Dagur, not thinking much of the question, "All babies poop."

"Okay, let me rephrase- _why_ do you know how to do that?"

"Hiccup," he replied sweetly, "I told you I want your babies. I knew I needed to learn what to do with your babies."

_You amaze me_, Hiccup thought, smiling as he felt his heart swell with admiration for the other man. Dagur didn't catch his expression; at the moment, his eyes were for Fury.

"My little hatchling," he cooed. "You're a fierce, deadly warrior, yes you are! Who's a deadly warrior? You!"

Fury made a noise that might be agreement, but was probably just a random sound, and drooled. Dagur gently daubed her mouth with a cloth.

"She's perfect," he said, speaking to Hiccup again. "They're both perfect."

_Are they?_ Hiccup wondered. He hadn't judged his children for that, knowing how painfully he had once been judged for the lack of it- but that wasn't the sort of assessment Dagur was making. The other man was speaking purely from the glow of love.

"Yes," Hiccup agreed, still smiling. "They are."

* * *

><p>A piercing wail shot Hiccup out of sleep. He woke up and groaned.<p>

"He's only three days old. How can he be so loud?"

"All Berserker babies are loud. They are practicing their war cries!" Dagur declared, but he sounded tired, too.

"I am never breeding with you again," Hiccup muttered. "Will you get it? I had to get the last one."

A door opened downstairs and Stoick called out, "I've got it!"

"See? Stoick's got it," Dagur said.

But the crying didn't stop and a moment later, Stoick called, "Hiccup, this one needs you."

Hiccup swore. If he had thought he could go back to walking the second world exclusively again right after pregnancy, he couldn't have been more wrong about that. There were still particulars of the first world his children needed from him. He went downstairs and took Skrill from Stoick's hands. Then he went into the nursery. After shutting the door, he unlaced the front of his shirt.

When Skrill had been contented, Hiccup gave him a soft kiss and placed him back in the cradle with Fury. The he reassembled himself and walked into the hearth room. Dagur was waiting for him beside the fire.

"Why are you out of bed?" he asked.

"I don't want to sleep if you can't," Dagur said. "How long are you going to… uh… do that?"

"I don't know. I don't like it, but they need it."

Dagur walked up to him and rubbed his shoulder. "You've sacrificed so much for them already. I don't feel like I've done the same."

"I'm sure you'll get your turn. And it's…" He sighed. "It's just how it is. This is what parents have to do, knowing their kids will sometimes be snotty little brats and never fully appreciate it."

He looked up and noticed Stoick standing in the corner, smiling.

"What?" he asked his dad.

"Oh, nothing," Stoick chimed. "I'm going back to bed."

As Stoick turned around, Dagur gave Hiccup a grin and sang, "I bet he's thinking 'reveeeenge'!"

"I don't want to think about it," Hiccup said.

After all the things he'd done that stunningly hadn't given Stoick a heart attack, he prayed his children wouldn't be nearly so ambitious. He had brought home a Night Fury- and then he had brought home Dagur. He shuddered to imagine how his kids might top either of those.

"Let me take you to bed, _máni minn_," Dagur whispered to him. "Let me see if I can get you back to sleep."

"I'm sure you will," he answered. So much had changed in the last few days, but this hadn't. He still felt warm and content lying with Dagur beside him, in the man's arms.
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**Chapter Fifty-Three**

"Who so ever brings this child forth into the Hooligan tribe, let he be known!"

For this, almost all of Berk had gathered in the great hall. Some were curious about the child because of her parentage and some for the auspiciousness of her birth, for she was a living symbol of peace and of the future. That was a lot of expectation for a baby to shoulder, but any chief's heir inherited a similar burden. It would be Hiccup's job to teach her how to carry it someday. Yet for now his duty was uncomplicated. He only had to love her and he did, as simple as breathing and as strong as his heartbeat. With a smile, he stepped forward and gently passed Fury, tightly bundled in her blanket, into Stoick's hands.

Stoick looked into his granddaughter's tiny face and beamed, not bothering to disguise how smitten he was. Then he lifted her up and announced to the crowd, "As chief, I welcome this child to our tribe and pronounce her name to be Fury. Fury of Berk, my grandchild!"

The people of Berk cheered. Among them, almost but not quite buried under the noise, came one sad cry. Hiccup looked into the audience and saw Dagur gently jiggle Skrill, cooing at him with the hope of stopping his wailing. Regretfully, Hiccup wasn't surprised. The children hated to be separated for long. Maybe that would change, but only a week ago they had been snuggled together inside Hiccup and that nearness felt right to them.

Eventually, Skrill's naming ceremony would take place on Berserker Island. Hiccup would not have part in that ritual for the same reason Dagur had not participated in Fury's. Between them, there was no "we" or "us" or "ours". That wasn't how a kinship exchange worked. Fury belonged solely to Hiccup and Skrill was Dagur's alone.

* * *

><p>So in the end, Hiccup had been right. His people and the Berserkers were alike enough under their armor to share a common dream and build it together. They had only needed something to make them willing to trust one another. He and Dagur had created that something. Fury and Skrill would not, simply by existing, bring peace to the tribes- but they didn't need to, either. That peace already existed and was deepening each day. There had not been and would not be a war. Everyone had won.<p>

In his room, Hiccup sat next to Dagur on the edge of his bed. Toothless was not with them- Stoick had taken him for a ride- and the children were with Gobber, giving the two men this time alone.

So far, all they had done was exchange an awkward smile and then sit together in silence.

Hiccup looked down at his hands. He held a small stuffed dragon, not the one his mother had made, but one of his own crafting. Initially he had intended to copy her design, but then could not help indulging himself; he made the toy into a little Night Fury, a tiny Toothless. He should have placed it in the twins' cradle days ago, but he had made only one. He had never imagined he would need two.

He had never expected two.

He felt Dagur's knee tap against his. Slowly, he turned his eyes to meet the other man's gaze.

"What are you thinking, _máni minn_?" Dagur asked. He spoke as if he were merely curious, but his smile was weak and his eyes squinted from worry.

"That I…" Hiccup started and then trailed off. He had gotten exactly what he had said he wanted, accomplished precisely the task he had set before himself. He should be happy, yet after tomorrow, he knew every smile would hurt. "You're leaving."

"If I stay any longer, Nott might revolt and take over."

He should laugh at that, he thought. It was a joke, it was funny, but right now its humor failed to reach him.

_I'm going to miss you so much._

He should say it. If he meant it, he should say so and let Dagur know. But instead, he asked, "You're not taking Skrill yet?"

Dagur shook his head. "It's in the exchange contract. I don't get him until he's weaned. We… uh… never really discussed that."

No, they hadn't. They hadn't thought it was necessary yet. Hiccup hadn't wanted to think about the second baby. He had kept shoving it out of his mind, repeating over and over to himself that he had two years before the issue would even arise. But he had never considered the possibility of twins, of two instead of one. Now, he had no time at all to fortify his heart.

Which one should he give the toy dragon to? The one who was Hiccup's to keep and hold, for whom a Night Fury represented the legacy that would be hers? Or the one he would hand away, for whom it would be the only token of a distant father's love?

"I won't draw it out. I'll be fair about it," Hiccup said. His throat tightened painfully. "I know you're already giving up Fury to me."

Dagur lowered his eyes and whispered, "I'm sorry."

"For what? They're your children, too. You have the same right to them as I do."

"Do I?" he asked. "Who broke the peace, Hiccup? Who made an exchange necessary-"

"Stop it," Hiccup insisted. "We've been through this before. I chose this. Would you feel better if I pretended I resent you for it? Because I don't. Our time together…" The truth was strange, but sweet. It ached inside him, but also warmed him. "Our time was better than I expected. You're more than I expected. I thought I'd have to do everything in spite of you. Now I know I'm going to build the future with you, Dagur."

In reply, Dagur said softly, "Then I have pleased you and I am glad."

_Do you have to say it like that?_ Hiccup wondered sadly. Did Dagur have to phrase everything exclusively in terms of Hiccup? He worried that Dagur couldn't frame it any other way, that this was how the other man saw the world now. And whose fault was that? Dagur's obsession might have grown out of his own wild fantasies, but Hiccup had fed rather than starved the fire.

Dagur was a better man now, willing to move softly and listen rather than fight and bellow for what he wanted. That gentleness could never have emerged had Dagur not already been capable of it. The seeds of kindness had always been within him, even if they had lain dormant for years, buried under resentment and misguided expectations. Dagur's beliefs about himself, the thundering war leader he had thought he was meant to be, had been deeply entrenched. To turn away from that and so completely change required a daunting courage and Hiccup admired Dagur for it more than he could say. Yet it was undeniable Hiccup had played a role in the Berserker's transformation- whatever, whoever Dagur was now, he was responsible. Dagur had needed to learn restraint, that sometimes one had to step _away_ from power- but had that been learned too well? Did he still possess the same vitality and force of will? Or was submission an instinct now, so long as it was to whatever Hiccup wished?

_If I asked… would you do anything that I asked? Anything, even-_

Dagur said, "There is a way you can keep Skrill longer."

Hiccup drew in a sharp breath, then exhaled before answering. "Do you mean what's in the exchange contract or something else?"

"Well…" Nervous, Dagur darted his eyes away again. "Both."

_Both?_ Hiccup wondered. Although he had suggested a something else, he didn't know what that might be. But he knew what the terms of the kinship exchange stated; he remembered reading the provision and not feeling at all surprised Stoick had insisted on its inclusion. By tradition, the mother- Hiccup flinched at that word, but the contract had demanded absolute clarity in regards to which party would accomplish what function- was allowed to keep the children for up to five years, regardless of clan.

It was tempting, so tempting, to invoke that right. Five years. That would be just long enough for him to know Skrill as a person and to leave a firm impression as a parent. It might be enough to dull the pain in his heart when he turned Skrill over to Dagur forever.

And it would be completely, utterly selfish of him.

"I'm not going to use that clause," Hiccup said. "I can't do that! Skrill is your child. Don't tell me you don't care, that you don't want him now or that you don't want to keep Fury, too!"

"I do, of course I do, but it would make you happy!" Dagur declared eagerly. He looked at Hiccup again, now with a fervent sparkle in his eyes. "That is what I want, _máni minn_! The rest doesn't matter."

_You sound crazy_, Hiccup thought and insisted, "It does to me."

Dagur shook his head. "No. No, I want you to be happy. Keep Skrill. My people won't protest. They'll understand and-"

It burst from him, the horrible truth that he'd never tried to conceal and yet had never acknowledged directly to the other man. "Dagur, I have been using you from the moment you told me you loved me and it's wrong!"

"So? I knew that. I don't care. If I can make you happy, I will, so you can take advantage of me. Didn't you realize that, Hiccup?"

He said it so simply, so plainly and innocently, that Hiccup was horrified. Even though Hiccup had given a token disclosure of his intentions- he'd told Dagur directly that all he wanted was the children, that he wasn't offering love or a real relationship- he had known that wasn't good enough and that he was preying on Dagur's emotions. But he had never guessed that Dagur had been aware of the game. He had never suspected that Dagur had been _playing along_.

Ashamed, Hiccup turned his face away. Dagur knowing and willfully accepting what he had done made it seem that much worse. Hiccup had connived and conquered nothing; something delicate had been placed in his grasp and he had brutalized it.

_How can you love me? Look at how I've treated you. Dagur, are you really that crazy?_

Dagur's love had made him uncomfortable, angry, annoyed- and then safe, contented, and warm. Now, for the first time, it made him feel unworthy.

He gave a start as Dagur's hand suddenly covered his.

"There is another way we can fix this," Dagur said.

No, there was not. A tail could be fashioned from paper and a leg from metal, but neither was the same as the original- and what did one use to reshape a mangled heart? At last, Hiccup had broken something he couldn't repair.

"No, we can't," he said. "I've been terrible to you. I won't compound that by hanging on to Skrill."

"_Máni minn_, I want your children, but I made them because _you_ wanted them. Little moons."

What did that mean? Hiccup was suddenly frantic to know. Why did Dagur call him "moon", why was he now calling Fury and Skrill that, what kind of crazy message was encoded in that name? Hiccup opened his mouth to ask, but was then bludgeoned by Dagur's next statement.

"Marry me."

Hiccup's head snapped up. He turned towards Dagur, but the other man wasn't looking at him. Dagur's face was towards the floor, his mouth curled into an uncertain and sad smile.

"If you become my husband, then wherever you live is my hearth. So you can keep Skrill without violating the contract," Dagur explained. "You'll never ever have to give him up! And you can live on Berk or Berserker or wherever- it wouldn't have to be with me if that doesn't please you. That would fix things, wouldn't it? It would be…"

"Convenient," Hiccup finished.

"Yes!" Dagur looked at him and beamed. "Wouldn't it be? For you?"

He had no idea how sick that word made Hiccup feel. Convenient. Hiccup had almost married Astrid because she was convenient. It would have been the biggest mistake of both their lives. Marrying Dagur would be more than convenient- it would give Hiccup absolute control over him and no one would question it.

It smacked him in the face that this was the very thing he'd been trying to gain at the start of the kinship exchange. He had wanted a way to control Dagur, or at least influence the Berserkers in spite of him, because he'd thought of Dagur as unstable and wild- as more of a beast than a man. He'd learned better too late.

"No," Hiccup said. "It's the wrong reason to get married."

"I don't care why you marry me! If it would help you, that's all I need!" Dagur declared excitedly. "If I can make you happy, I will."

What did that mean? Dagur said it like a mantra, spoken only slightly less frequently than "_máni minn_". The first time Hiccup had heard him say it…

The first time had been when Hiccup had confronted Dagur in his tent, when the man had shouted mournfully that he loved Hiccup and hated that he was hurting him because of it. And that was also the very last time Dagur had said "I love you".

But he hadn't really stopped saying it, Hiccup realized. "If I can make you happy, I will" was Dagur's means of saying "I love you" in a way that he thought Hiccup wouldn't find offensive or uncomfortable. Hiccup's heart clenched, realizing the level of desperation that was behind that statement. It spoke of inadequacy either real or feared and acknowledged its passion was unrequited, enduring yet hopeless.

_But I want you to be happy, too! You deserve that, don't you understand? You're wonderful and I… _

"I shouldn't have asked," Dagur said guiltily, turning away again. "I've upset you."

Hiccup shook his head. "It's not what you think."

_I want you to be happy. I want…_

"I understand why you don't love me," he continued. He clenched his hands and looked at them sadly. "Why you can't. But if it would work for you- or I could make it work-"

"Dagur, I don't know! Maybe I can, maybe I do- I don't know!"

He was as startled as the Berserker by the words that came out of his mouth. But Dagur's "can't" had been the vilest thing Hiccup had ever heard and he couldn't stand another moment of Dagur believing such an ugly, festering lie.

Dagur looked back at him, one eye widening with a glint of mad hopefulness. Shakily, he questioned, "Hih-cup?"

Hiccup was trembling, the words pouring from him almost at the same time as he realized the truth of them. "I don't know what I feel anymore. You aren't what I expected you to be. Nothing was. You made me happy- you _do_ make me happy- but I just don't know! So much has happened, both when we were younger and in the past year- I don't know if I know who you are. I don't know if I know who I am. I just had your babies, my head is _everywhere_. I can't make this choice, not now. I need time to think!"

Dagur's other eye widened. He stared at Hiccup, as if uncertain of what he'd heard. Then he nodded. "I will wait."

"Wait? What?" Hiccup asked. He was still reeling, trying to make sense of his own sudden outburst.

Maybe. He had just told Dagur _maybe_ and meant it. Maybe he'd be willing to marry Dagur- because maybe the right reason to marry was true for him. Maybe he…

His mind became stuck on the word he knew should follow. Maybe what he felt... maybe it was…

If he couldn't think it in full, if he couldn't say it even to himself, then maybe what he felt wasn't that.

And yet, he couldn't let the idea go. He tried thinking of it as something lesser or something different- extreme fondness, dear friendship- but the shapes didn't fit.

_I just don't know…_

"I will wait for you to decide," Dagur said.

"What do you mean?" Hiccup asked. "Five minutes? Five days? Five years?"

"Five lifetimes."

He spoke ardently, but he couldn't mean it. It was lunacy talking- it wasn't true, even if Dagur believed it. Waiting would drive him frantic.

"Can you really wait," Hiccup insisted, "knowing there's a good chance I'll say no?"

"Yes, I can."

And now an even worse question. Dagur might not be a monster, but he _was_ unstable. This conversation, how willingly he had offered his entire life as a sacrifice to Hiccup, proved that. It raised the uncomfortable specter of the possibility that disappointment might make Dagur swing the other way. Hiccup didn't want to believe Dagur could still be that savage, but right now he didn't trust himself to judge anyone's heart, his own included.

"Dagur," he said, "what happens if you wait and then, after all that time, I say no?"

Dagur's smile, earnest and certain, was the most painful thing Hiccup had ever seen. "Then nothing changes. I love you as the ocean loves the moon."

_Máni._

Moon.

Dagur was expecting that he would say no. For months, Dagur had expected that in the end he would give everything to Hiccup and receive absolutely nothing in return.

And he had accepted this.

The weight of his agonized devotion, his unbearable and crazed adoration, was too much for Hiccup.

"I'm sorry," Hiccup said. The stuffed dragon dropped to the floor as he covered his face with his hands. "I didn't know."

"You owe me nothing. I will wait past Ragnorok for you."

"That's insane!"

"I know," said Dagur. "I'm deranged."
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**Epilogue**

_Three years later…_

"Why aren't you wearing the flight suit? You _know_ I love the flight suit," Dagur crooned- directly into Hiccup's ear, which was the only way he could speak so lowly and be heard over the rush of the wind.

"You know why!" Hiccup called out, resisting the urge to shudder pleasantly at the warm press of Dagur against his back. Get the other man out of his system, what a brilliant plan he'd had four years ago. That had failed spectacularly, but he wasn't inclined to complain, not with how things had worked out instead. "Come on, Toothless, we can go a little faster!"

The Night Fury agreed and gave a powerful flap of his wings. The three of them soared through the icy air, bergs and flows shimmering in the ocean beneath them. Hiccup found the bite of the cold invigorating.

"Are you feeling alright?" Dagur asked.

"Yes! I feel fine!"

"Have you told Stoick?"

"What?"

"Hiccup, you have to tell your dad! If he figures it out himself, he'll try to kill me and then I'll have to kill him instead and then you'll be mad at me-"

"Can this wait until we land?" Hiccup shouted.

The journey had been long, but they were almost there. He had flown this same course with Toothless a few days ago, to make certain the trip would be worthwhile to take Dagur. He spied his intended landing spot, a small platform midway up on one of the taller, mountainous icebergs. Landing required a sharp downward maneuver from Toothless, but it was nothing beyond the Night Fury's vast capabilities: an exhilarating drop, which had Dagur howling in excitement, and then a thump as they met solid ground. Solid and slippery; Hiccup took care as he dismounted, knowing his metal leg was particularly bad on ice.

"And here we are-" he began and was stopped by Dagur snatching him and kissing him. "Oh, hello," he said when the Berserker finally pulled away.

"You showed up at my house and said get on Toothless. Hiccup, I haven't seen you in a month since you showed up the _last_ time and said, 'Guess what! I'm-'"

Hiccup laughed nervously. "I did sort of rush you out the door, didn't I?"

"Yes." Dagur tilted his head, eyeing him suspiciously. "You're up to something."

"I'm always up to something. Trust me, you'll like this."

"The last time you said that…" Dagur stopped and snickered, grinning. "You were absolutely right."

"Don't get your hopes that high," Hiccup drawled. "If I pop out twins again, I'm murdering you."

In the side of berg was a wide crevice that opened into a cave. Hiccup led Dagur inside, holding onto Toothless' harness to help his footing. The floor shined a cold, but beautiful blue and the walls were white, sparkling where the sunlight reached them.

"Ooo, pretty," Dagur said, looking around. "This what you wanted to show me?"

"Part of it," Hiccup said. "Sorry I didn't let us talk before leaving Berserker Island. I'm a little excited."

"I understand excited," Dagur replied with an easy shrug. "Tell me about the kids. How about Skrill? Wrestled a yak yet? Tamed a Terrible Terror?"

Three years ago, Hiccup had had every intention of honoring the exchange and turning Skrill over to Dagur when it was time. It was Dagur who had invoked the clause for him to keep the Berserker heir longer, going over Hiccup and directly to Stoick, who of course had agreed. Hiccup knew the other man had done it as a kindness and it was that, but he worried it would make separation more difficult later. Skrill and Fury were close, enough so that Hiccup had a private fear they'd chose a Zippleback and gods knew how that would work out when they took up their roles as chiefs-in-training for their separate tribes. Maybe he ought to encourage Fury's ambition to be the first Viking to claim a Changewing; it was more realistic than Skrill wanting a Whispering Death.

"Skrill likes to try biting Terrors back when they snap so… not yet. Your little hatchling's goal in life is to be as fierce and scary as Auntie Astrid and insists on being addressed as 'the Barbaric Princess'. Did I mentioning biting Terrible Terrors? That did _not_ come from me."

"Ha! My fierce little- wait." Dagur stopped and gave Hiccup a curious look. "Did you say 'princess'?"

"Yes. I wanted to talk about this," Hiccup said. He kept his voice soft. Uncertainty made the subject awkward- at this stage, what fell under the taboo and what did not was always murky- and he also wanted to keep Dagur from becoming too hopeful. "It's too soon to ask Gothi. And the twins know about my worlds, so it's possible this is imitation. But I don't think so. Skrill is probably a girl."

"So…" Dagur blinked. "Wow. Does that run in families?"

"How would I know? But my guess, we're that special."

"A girl." He tossed his head and laughed, which reverberated through the cave. "I have a girl!"

"Probably," Hiccup repeated. Concerned, he said, "I don't want you to be disappointed if it turns out Skrill isn't."

"No, of course, I won't be," he promised. "Skrill is yours. That's what matters."

_Skrill is ours_, Hiccup corrected in his mind, but did not say out loud. He had worried over Dagur's reaction, that it might be _too_ enthusiastic. What parent wouldn't want a holy child? But Hiccup fretted that might influence how Dagur treated the twins, that he might think less of Skrill if it turned out to not be the case, or an inequity might develop in how he treated Skrill compared to Fury.

But then, Hiccup considered that he might be concerned over nothing. Dagur loved both children dearly. Hiccup could not imagine him suddenly caring for one of them less or holding one closer to his heart than the other.

_I made a good choice_, Hiccup thought, beaming as he looked at the man he'd asked to create his children.

As for himself, he had mixed feelings about Skrill being in-between. To know one's self and feel comfortable embracing it was what Hiccup wanted most for his children, but his path had been difficult. He didn't want Skrill to face the same trials. But maybe he could use his experiences to ease Skrill's way- and whether Skrill chose to walk opened or concealed, Hiccup could make it so that decision would not be motivated by anxiety or fear as his own had been. Hiccup had stopped asking himself what he would want if the kinship exchange hadn't been necessary; he had had three years to live this choice, to hold his children and know he was happy. He didn't have to figure out what perfect would be- he suspected it, for the options it would have closed, would have required compromises, too.

"What about Fury?" Dagur asked. "Is she… er…?"

"Yes. Until she tells us otherwise, I wouldn't worry about it," Hiccup said. Even he was finding this complicated, so he sympathized with Dagur's hesitation. "Fury has declared herself 'She Who Terrorizes the Night'. She's the quiet one. That makes her _worse_."

Half or more of the devious acts he caught Skrill committing he knew were Fury's ideas. Most of the time, Hiccup punished them both. And Stoick never punished them at all, not even with a stern speech. It amazed Hiccup; as a kid, he'd been nervous about making the wrong kind of squeaks around Stoick, but his own children could run around the village shouting and tormenting chickens and their grandfather only laughed.

"I told you we would have mighty children!" Dagur triumphantly declared.

"Yeah, you did. I think we've doomed our islands." Hiccup paused for a beat. "They miss you."

Dagur smiled, but it was a flinch. Hiccup tried to bring the children to Berserker Island as much as possible and Dagur searched for as many excuses as he could find to visit Berk, but it was never enough. Their lives were separate and they couldn't act otherwise when they both had so many responsibilities to their tribes.

They reached the end of the cavern, where there was another opening several heads above them.

"This was just to absorb the scenery. We'll have to go on Toothless from here," Hiccup said.

Dagur nodded and they again mounted the Night Fury. Toothless knew the way and needed little direction, only Hiccup's assistance on the pedal.

"So," Dagur began as they flew. There were no roaring currents here to drown out his voice and Hiccup could hear him clearly over even Toothless' wing flaps. "That's Skrill and Fury. What about _this_ one?"

He patted his hand against Hiccup's still-flat belly.

Hiccup sighed. "Well, you see… Dad and I have this game. It's called 'Let's Pretend Hiccup Isn't Sleeping with Dagur Anymore'. It's Dad's favorite and I don't know how to tell him he has to stop playing it."

Two months ago, Hiccup and the twins had visited Berserker Island for the first inter-tribal wedding. Nott had made a vow that she would only marry someone who could defeat her in combat; it wasn't her only criteria for choosing a spouse, but she was ardent about it and had behind her a trail of heart-broken and bloodied suitors. When she had wed, it left no one with any doubt that the fiercest, most capable, and savage warrior in all the archipelago was her new wife, Astrid the Unconquered. The fresh scar across Astrid's face proved that Nott hadn't held back just because she was enamored with her opponent. The two of them together somewhat terrified Hiccup- he was certain they'd bonded over complaining what idiots the men in their lives were- but he was glad Astrid had found her happiness.

He was also certain that Astrid would find it hysterical that he'd gotten pregnant on her wedding night. After years of caution, Hiccup had slipped up and forgotten to pack his moonsbane- and he'd then forgotten about taking it, because he could have easily pinched doses from almost any Berserker woman- and had gone a week without it. An entire week that he'd spent in Dagur's bed. When he had gotten back to Berk, he'd waited out the rest of the month to see if his cycle would come. Instead, Toothless had started sniffing his middle.

"This is not a problem," Dagur said, speaking softly into Hiccup's ear. "Of course, I will recognize our child. Any number of children, Hiccup. I will gladly give you as many as you desire."

And he did mean give, Hiccup knew. Dagur expected that Hiccup would want to keep this child for himself, without any demands from the Berserker to interfere with that.

_But that isn't what you really want_, Hiccup thought, _and it's not what I want for us either._

"I'll think about it," he replied, because he had to say something. But he did have options now that he no longer walked the path concealed. Pregnancy still didn't thrill him and he knew he would have moments when it felt unbearably strangely, but it no longer had the sting of the unknown- and he no longer dreaded that it would shatter his identity.

Without that fear, he found that the idea of another baby excited him. He knew that there would be times when three children would be overwhelming- especially with Fury's and Skrill's rambunctious natures- but this child would be like his older sisters, another little wonder to discover and love.

And, he had been surprised to realize, he was happy that this baby was Dagur's. In his original life plan, he had anticipated selecting his children's father out of sheer expediency- another man from which he could take what he needed and then never think of again. Much of that assumption had carried over to the kinship exchange, in which Hiccup's choice of mate became politically advantageous. He had never expected that one day, the fact that his children were also Dagur's would be personally important to him, a point of adoration and pride.

A reason to be grateful for the first world? That seemed going too far. But he could call it compensation and it made him a little less angry at the gods for placing him on the path between.

Toothless flew them higher inside the ice berg, taking them to another cavern. Here, the wall was a sheet of smooth black ice. The Night Fury landed and they dismounted.

"This is still pretty, but I was really hoping we could touch each other at some point today," Dagur remarked. "You weren't planning on that here, were you? Because I'm not that deranged."

"You're impossible," Hiccup said. "Go look at the wall."

Dagur gave him a skeptical look, but approached. He touched it, brushing off a light dusting of snow. "It's cold."

"Don't tell me you're bored already."

"A little. Can I hit the wall?"

"That wouldn't accomplish anything. Keep looking. Go left."

Turning around, Dagur smiled at Hiccup and said, "Oh, there's something you want me to _find_ in the wall!"

"Obviously," Hiccup answered and laughed. Often, he wasn't prepared for Dagur being random, but it sometimes led to charming moments. Right now, Dagur was being cute, if a little stupid. "Keep looking."

Dagur walked aside the wall, still running his hand along the ice even though it had to be stinging his fingers. He stopped and squinted at something. "Okay, I found a thing. What is it? It's too dark."

"Stand aside," Hiccup told him. "Toothless, some illumination, please."

Dagur jumped back as Toothless fired a plasma blast- a weak one that came near the wall without touching it. The purplish light revealed what lay trapped within the ice: a nightmare of a dragon, gray and purple in color with its head crested by a lethal crown of spikes, its mouth opened slightly to reveal its sharpened teeth.

"Skrill." Dagur's jaw dropped and he gasped. "Skrill! Hiccup, Hiccup, is that-? That's my Skrill!" He dropped to his knees, pressing his hands against his helmet. "Skrill!"

Hiccup smiled, enjoying the show as Dagur worked through his overpowering enthusiasm. On his knees, Dagur spun around and tossed himself at Hiccup. He didn't quite manage the distance, belly flopping a few paces away from Toothless. He was excited and it was adorable.

"Skrill!"

"You're going to be nicer to it this time, right? Scratch that. I'm not letting you do anything without me. I've never trained a Skrill before-"

"You're going to train it!" Dagur threw up his hands jubilantly. "My Skrill!"

"Yes. Your Skrill."

"My-" Dagur stopped and lowered his hands. He looked into Hiccup's face. "Wait. We said- I said- that you weren't going to show me the Skrill until… So does this mean…"

"That I trust you?" Hiccup asked, remembering that moment from years ago. "Yes, I do trust you, Dagur. It does mean that… and a little more."

Dagur pushed himself up and got on his feet. "More?"

"Shortly after Fury and Skrill were born, you asked me a question and I told you I couldn't answer yet. I needed time to sort out how I feel and what I want. It wasn't just you and me. In the past, I made a big mistake and I hurt someone I really care about. It turned out alright, but not until after a lot of pain and it never should have happened. I knew I could easily make the same mistake with you because… because you wanted to give me everything, but that didn't mean I should take it."

"Hiccup?" Dagur's voice was almost a croak. He sounded afraid. Hope could be a thing to fear. "What are you saying?"

"Well…" Hiccup's stomach fluttered. "I'm saying I love you and can we get married?"

Because he anticipated it, he was able to brace himself against Toothless and wasn't knocked off his feet when Dagur threw himself at him. "Hiccup!"

It was a crushing grip Dagur had him in and Hiccup wondered if he would ever be able to convince the other man to let go. No, probably not. They'd freeze together in this cave and be perfectly happy.

"Is that yes?" Hiccup asked.

"Is that yes?" Dagur repeated facetiously. "And they say I'm the crazy one. I'd give up twenty Skrills for you- a hundred!"

"You mean the dragon, not our kid, right?"

"Oh, _máni minn_, say it again. Say it again, please!"

Dagur didn't mean for him to repeat his last statement. No, it was easy to figure out what the man wanted to hear.

"I'm not your moon anymore. I'm right here, _dagr minn_," he said. "I love you."

Saying it a second time was easier than the first, even though his heart gave the same thump. In front of Toothless and the Skrill, Dagur kissed him.

* * *
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